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INTRODUCTION

Ana Maria S. A. Rodrigues, Manuela Santos Silva,  
and Jonathan Spangler

In the broad canvas of the history of monarchy, there is one constant: royal 
dynasties rise to power, they weaken and fall, and others replace them. Dynastic 
change must be legitimised to secure the new regime, but historically this has 
been done through a variety of means. This volume brings together scholars 
from across Europe and beyond to examine the strategies for change and legiti-
macy in monarchies in the medieval and early modern eras. Particular themes 
include the roles played by royal women in strengthening dynastic rule, the 
uses of the arts for representational and propaganda purposes, and the place 
of religion or popular will in determining the outcomes of dynastic change. 
Through a broadly comparative approach, this volume allows us to examine the 
mechanisms employed as well as both theoretical and practical approaches to 
monarchical legitimisation from a variety of perspectives.

The central question is: when faced with dynastic crises of various kinds, from 
lack of a male heir to unfitness for rule of a reigning monarch, how do monarchi-
cal families react, adjust, or strategise? Once a dynasty has obtained power, how do 
they then legitimise their rule? What methods are used? And what further hurdles 
could remain to be overcome, namely issues of gender, religion, or foreignness? 
The essays included in this volume have been selected from papers that were pre-
sented at a conference of the same name held in Lisbon in 2015.1 They represent 
a unique blend of new research currently being conducted by both emerging and 
seasoned scholars and ranging in focus across Europe and beyond, and from the 
tenth to the eighteenth centuries, from the Ottonian monarchy to regimes in the 
Age of Enlightenment.

Specialists of monarchy in the medieval and early modern periods would readily 
agree that the central-most concern of any monarch is dynasticism.2 Whether this 
concern is manifest as a desire for glory and conquest, expressing religious author-
ity, or establishing a historical legacy, all monarchs focus a disproportionate amount 
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of their energies in ensuring the security of their family, their dynasty. Even the 
most “absolute” of monarchs, those who in theory ruled completely alone, are 
now seen as subject to the same drive, to preserve and pass on what they have to 
the next generation.3 In this light, recent scholarship has therefore focused on the 
means employed for transmitting dynastic power from generation to generation, 
including, notably, through the agency of royal women.4 This collection, then, 
aims to turn this investigation on its head to analyse situations in which normal 
patterns of succession were disrupted and dynasticism faced threats or even failed 
outright. The volume looks at periods of weakness—minorities, regencies, civil 
wars—to see how dynasties dealt with them (or did not), but also at succeeding 
periods when new dynasties sought to legitimise and consolidate their rule through 
various means. This final aspect of legitimacy, the legal tools used, brings in some 
very interesting questions on the relationship between monarchy, dynasty, and 
“the people”, in that many unstable dynasties turned to “election” of some form 
or another in order to consolidate their hold on power, as seen in the medieval 
Iberian monarchies—or in some cases, it was the reverse, and the wider elites 
maintained a practice of elective monarchy to prevent the consolidation of dynastic 
power, as in Poland-Lithuania.5

The case studies presented here are not solely focused on Western Europe, as 
in many collections, but include chapters on Orthodox monarchy in Byzantium 
and Russia and on an Islamic regime in Morocco. Where Islamic and Christian 
cultures collided in the early medieval period was in Iberia, and there are a number 
of essays in this collection that focus on the kingdoms of Portugal, Castile, and 
Aragon, which, each in their way, struggled to determine the relationship between 
a warrior kingship developed in this region of conflict, family rule or dynasticism 
based on more clearly hereditary principals being developed elsewhere in Europe, 
and the popular will of those being governed. It is the latter group who were the 
intended audience for much of the material that is being discussed in the chapters 
in this volume: the artwork, the literary propaganda, the religious sanctification 
offered by the Church, or the legal arguments presented to public assemblies. And 
throughout each of these themes runs the important role of women, either as 
claimants to the throne or agents acting behind the throne for the interests of their 
husbands or sons. The volume is divided into two parts: the first includes chapters 
on dynastic change resulting from dethroning, delegitimising, or other succession 
crises; while the second examines methods for legitimising royal authority, from 
the visual and literary to religious and legal.

The idea of legitimacy

What is dynastic change? From a strictly definitional point of view it is the transi-
tion from one clan or kinship group (a “dynasty”) to another, or in more modern 
terms, the shift from one family surname to another, for example Tudor to Stuart, 
or Oldenburg to Vasa. But this may be too simplistic: sometimes these shifts could 
occur within one overarching patrilineal dynasty (for example, from Valois to 
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Bourbon, both descended in the male line from Hugh Capet) or, more complexly, 
a male taking on a dynastic claim from his mother, like King Henry VII of England, 
who presented himself not so much as head of a new dynasty (“Tudor”), but as the 
legitimate continuator of the House of Lancaster, the dynasty of his predecessors 
as kings of England, Henry IV, Henry V, and Henry VI, or indeed the re-unifier 
of the feuding houses of Lancaster and York. Legitimacy was then sought for his 
grab for power at the Battle of Bosworth Field in 1485, either through obscuring 
his descent from the houses of Tudor or Beaufort, or in highlighting historical 
continuities by means of the commissioned works of Polydore Vergil and other 
historical writers.6

Thinking in the broadest terms for the history of monarchy and dynasticism, 
legitimacy is sought by a royal dynasty for two things: (1) obtaining the throne (by 
conquest, usurpation, acclamation by soldiers or the populace, election or confirma-
tion by peers or popular representatives, or by hereditary succession); and (2) keeping 
the throne (by staying the strongest, gaining the approval of the Church or public 
opinion, or by defaming predecessors and rivals). As the medieval and early modern 
eras gave way to the modern, there were two other distinctive scenarios for obtaining 
or keeping thrones, which are not covered in this volume but are certainly worthy of 
consideration in the history of the evolution of the institution of monarchy on their 
own: the idea of obtaining a throne through parliamentary agreement, as happened 
in Britain during the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688–89 (and adjusted through the 
Act of Settlement, 1701), or through treaty agreements between the Great Powers, as 
with the House of Lorraine in 1737, which was given the Grand Duchy of Tuscany 
and eventual rights of succession to the entire Habsburg patrimony, in exchange for 
its hereditary lands which became part of France.7

The concept of “dynastic legitimacy” has several connotations and varies from 
context to context, depending in particular on the period of history in which it 
is applied. A writer looking at political legitimacy in the Enlightenment era in 
Europe measures whether legitimate authority comes from a divinely sanctioned 
hereditary monarchy or from the will of a sovereign people. In earlier periods such 
a conversation would have been meaningless, as government based on monarchy, 
approved by God, was seen by most to be an assumed norm. The relevant ques-
tion for jurists and philosophers of the earlier period, instead, was whether this 
form of government should be hereditary or not; why should power and authority 
be transmitted from father to son, rather than simply to the next most competent 
leader? And if it was hereditary, what kind of inheritance system should be used? 
Primogeniture, agnatic seniority, tanistry, or something else altogether?8 The pre-
modern world was a dynastic world, and not only in Europe, as shown recently 
by global studies focused on this topic.9 Dynasties thus struggled to define their 
legitimate place as rulers of their individual societies. But often legitimacy implied 
something bigger, a divine sanction. What role did the official religion of a state 
play in the regulating of legitimacy of its rulers?

At the most basic level, legitimacy comes from the Latin lex, as something 
being done or measured according to a law—thus a child born within the legal 
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framework of marriage as established by the laws agreed upon by the society was 
therefore “legitimate”, and one who was not was “illegitimate”.10 This set of essays, 
however, looks beyond that definition, to the efforts of monarchs and monarchies 
in the medieval and early modern periods to justify their possession of power, and 
the continuation of their power within the dynasty, however defined. Legitimacy, 
therefore, was important for individuals as well as dynasties. These essays also 
explore the boundaries of what is understood as “dynastic law”—were these rules 
merely social contracts conceived by human beings, or were there greater laws that 
also needed to be respected: divine law, natural law? Monarchs and their support-
ers across time have sought to answer these questions in a variety of means, from 
the employment of brute force to the rationalisations of jurists and philosophers. 
Notable amongst these are the debates of the mid-seventeenth century between 
political thinkers like Thomas Hobbes and John Locke.11

Royal legitimacy as a historical construct has been analysed before. Examining 
the lists of secondary sources from one of the essays in this collection (for example, 
that of Lynsey Wood on the history of English succession laws), we can see a 
plethora of titles with the words “legitimacy” or “legitimisation” in them, covering 
the length of our period, from Eleanor Searle’s “Women and the Legitimization 
of Succession at the Norman Conquest” (1981) and Paul Strohm’s England’s 
Empty Throne: Usurpation and the Language of Legitimation, 1399–1422 (1998), to 
Mortimer Levine’s “Henry VIII’s Use of His Spiritual and Temporal Jurisdictions 
in His Great Causes of Matrimony, Legitimacy, and Succession” (1967) and Mary 
Hill Cole’s “The Half-Blood Princes: Mary I, Elizabeth I, and Their Strategies of 
Legitimation” (2016).12 But most previous studies are restricted to one nation, with 
the notable exception of an edited collection by Alfonso, Kennedy, and Escalona.13 
Our collection here seeks to take this a step further and examine this issue across 
borders of both geography and time, believing that there are more continuities 
than differences between the medieval and early modern periods. Many of the 
fundamental ideas driving dynastic legitimacy remain all the way up to the age 
of revolutions at the end of the eighteenth century. In fact, it emerges that some 
ideas do not merely endure, but return in force, for example the idea of elective 
monarchy, or succession according to the will of the people.

A history of legitimacy

The intellectual debate between the importance of choosing a leader based on the 
needs of the people (based on social or rational thought), or of nature (embodied 
in physical brute strength), or on the will of the supernatural (represented on Earth 
by the institutional church) is truly ancient.14 One of the earliest places to look 
for a society’s need to justify or legitimise its royal form of government is in the 
Hebrew Bible, in the book of Samuel, when Jehovah relents to the demands of the 
people of Israel for a more robust form of government (modelled on those of their 
non-Hebrew neighbours, the Egyptians or the Assyrians), and chooses a member 
of the Tribe of Benjamin, Saul, to be their king.15 At first some of the people 
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reject the choice of Saul, but after he leads the army to a successful victory over 
their enemies, he is acclaimed and then crowned.16 This story, dated by scholars 
and archaeologists to the eleventh century bce,17 contains the core elements that 
will re-appear in several of the case studies presented in this volume: legitimacy 
for much of the medieval and early modern period relied on a combination of 
religious affirmation, public acclaim, and military strength. The Bible also presents 
the idea that a legitimate king can become illegitimate, though losing divine or 
popular favour, as Saul was replaced by David (from the tribe of Judah).18 And 
even more germane to the medieval and early modern world, the Bible (in its 
New Testament) also presents an early use of dynastic continuity to legitimise the 
position of Jesus of Nazareth as the leader of his people, the “king of kings”,19 as 
the lineal blood descendant of King David, spelled out in genealogies presented 
in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke.20 Scholars believe these genealogies (which  
differ) were most likely fabrications to satisfy the needs of early Christian soci-
ety, but they point to Jesus’s legitimisation as “the anointed one” (“messiah” in 
Hebrew or “Christ” in Greek), anointed by God to lead the chosen people.21

In contrast, Roman imperial power was legitimised by a combination of heredi-
tary right, military strength, and political pragmatism—as seen in the practice of 
adoption that generated many of the imperial dynasties.22 As the classical tran-
sitioned to the medieval, and monotheistic religion came to dominate, divine 
blessing and lineal descent became increasingly important to both Christian and 
Islamic ruling dynasties. The Greek emperors in Byzantium practised in varying 
degrees either the older Roman system of formal adoption of a successor or a more 
strictly hereditary system, but as the Empire was more intensely Christianised, the 
person of the emperor himself came to be considered as the divine representa-
tive on Earth, and as such the physical wholeness of his person was an essential 
complement to the perfection of Heaven. In the seventh century, therefore, some 
emperors who were deposed by their enemies were blinded or had their noses 
cut off (rhinokopia), as these permanent disfigurements disqualified them from ever 
reclaiming the throne (though at least one did: Justinian II, who was thereafter 
nicknamed Rhinotmetos, or “cut-nose”).23 In the newly emerging Islamic states of 
the Middle East, North Africa, and Andalusia, religious legitimacy took a different 
form, and descent from the Prophet was paramount, leading to the formation of a 
hereditary sharif class.24

In non-Mediterranean Europe, the election principle persisted, especially 
amongst Germanic peoples, though blood connections were important too. 
Amongst the Celtic peoples, a system known as tanistry developed whereby clans 
would elect their leaders from amongst a pool of eligible blood relations. In both 
cases, the system of selection from amongst a wider kin group was preferable in 
societies that were thinly spread across a large geographical region—rather than 
concentrated into cities—and relied on strength and experience to defend the 
community against persistent enemy attack. In the case of Germanic kings newly 
converted to Christianity, as in medieval Norway, the requirement of a healthy 
number of potential heirs meant resisting the teachings of the Church regarding 
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monogamy.25 The Irish system of tanistry ensured that kingship passed back and 
forth between lineages descended from a common ancestor, serving both to keep 
the segments of a lineage apart and also to maintain the solidarity of the dynasty 
within a dispersed group.26 Looking at another Germanic kingdom, the Franks dur-
ing the Merovingian period chose their kings from within a single bloodline: the 
one grouping all the descendants of Clovis.27 But at each succession, the Kingdom 
was divided between all the sons of the deceased monarch and only the accidental 
death or the murder of those now sharing parts of the domain returned the whole 
into the hands of a single ruler.28 As the Pippinid family rose to power, the last 
Merovingian king was shaved to deprive him either of his charismatic power or his 
symbolic capital (his long hair), or simply to get rid of him for good by imprison-
ing him in a monastery.29 Pippin the Short had foresight enough to obtain formal 
recognition of his kingship from the Pope in 751, now fully independent from 
that of the Merovingians.30 Yet in the following century, Pippin’s descendants, the 
Carolingians, still felt the need to highlight the presence of a Merovingian princess 
in their ancestry to strengthen their legitimacy.31

As the Middle Ages progressed, most of these northern kingdoms continued 
to vacillate between elective and hereditary systems.32 Several monarchies adopted 
a more rigid system by which thrones passed automatically to a king’s eldest son, 
not to the eldest or most capable male in the clan.33 This move secured many 
kingdoms from the trials of a contested succession and civil war, but also opened 
up questions about the position of women either as transmitters of royal status or 
occupiers of royal thrones themselves. The classic example of this debate is seen in 
the legal fineries concocted in fourteenth-century France to prove that the Salic 
Law, barring women from the throne, was in fact one of the ancient “fundamental 
laws” of the Kingdom.34

But there were also those who disagreed that the Salic Law existed in France, 
and called for a change of dynasty—from Capetian to Plantagenet (though neither 
family would have used such names, applied later by historians). This disagreement 
thus sparked the conflict known as the Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453). But 
political change was not always considered a good thing; any dynastic change thus 
often involved simultaneously legitimising the change and demonstrating continu-
ity with the past. A relevant example of this is given by Mark Cruse in his article 
about Charles V of France (r. 1364–80).35 Charles was the third king of the House 
of Valois, which took power when the senior line of the House of Capet failed 
in 1328. His Valois predecessors had suffered a major setback in legitimising their 
authority, however, with the defeat and capture of King Jean II by the English at 
the Battle of Poitiers in 1356.36 To demonstrate that his dynasty was indeed the 
legitimate ruling line for the throne of France—and not the English king who 
also claimed it—Jean’s son Charles needed to establish continuity with the past, 
the ancient House of Capet, the rulers of France since the tenth century, and 
demonstrate the strength of his rule in the present. He did this by rebuilding one 
of the main symbols of the Capetian monarchy, the Louvre in Paris, and linking 
himself to its heroic original constructor—and one of the leading builders of the 
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Kingdom—his ancestor King Philippe II Auguste (d. 1223). Charles V further 
demonstrated his strength as a ruler by renovating the palace as a splendid resi-
dence, not merely a fortification, and further improved it and intimated his new 
style of governance by creating the first genuine royal library of France and by the 
use of visual propaganda in a variety of forms, from statues to coins, to demonstrate 
that his authority reached far beyond the confines of his new palace: “A monu-
ment to his lineage, learning, and might, the Louvre was in effect an ‘architectural 
portrait’ of the monarch himself.”37

Charles V’s reign pointed to a new style of rule: a combination of strength and 
intellect that would dominate the later medieval period and emergent Renaissance, 
but which was challenged in the era of reformations. A threat of religious disunity 
led to the return of ancient ideas of “divine right” of kings, which in turn led to the 
philosophical reaction and the development of notions of the social contract.38 This 
final idea leads to some of the most “modern” topics examined in this volume, that 
of the monarch as “first servant” of the state, as seen in the cases of Catherine II of 
Russia or eighteenth-century Polish kings; the importance of “public opinion” for 
the success of the regime, as it was for Hanoverians in Great Britain; or the grow-
ing power of international diplomacy in determining dynastic strategy, as seen for 
the Bourbons in southern Italy.39

Gaining and keeping legitimacy

The chapters in this book range chronologically from ninth-century Byzantium 
(Karagianni) to late eighteenth-century Russia (Teibenbacher), and geographically 
from England and Morocco to Poland and Sweden. Several of the chapters pre-
sented here focus on kingdoms and dynasties of the Iberian peninsula (Portugal, 
Castile, Aragon), partly a reflection of the location of the original conference from 
which these papers stem, but also cultivated for comparative purposes as represent-
ative of a unique zone of confluence between the monarchical systems of Roman, 
Germanic, and Islamic traditions. It has been our aim to be as cross-cultural and 
non-Eurocentric as possible, but this is clearly an area that needs to be explored 
more—having only one non-European case study in our collection (Rhorchi on 
Morocco).40 These essays display a degree of inter-disciplinarity with the inclusion 
of individual pieces from the fields of theatre history, art history, visual and material 
culture, legal history, and so on.

An initial conclusion to be drawn out of this collection of case studies is that 
while the individual contexts varied widely, there was a common thread running 
through this period that monarchs and monarchies required strategies to legitimise 
their holding of power to keep themselves from losing it. This seemingly sim-
plistic truism becomes more complex and more interesting once we see the great 
variety of these strategies taken depending on context. Legal arguments have been 
employed since the earliest periods (as seen in the chapters by Wood and Ruiz 
Domingo). There is also an interesting strand of the importance of females within 
dynastic strategy (for example, in the chapters by Nash and Wood); or indeed their 
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rejection (the chapters by Baleiras and Brady Carter). Entering into the Age of 
Enlightenment, we see a struggle to embed older ideas of monarchical legitimacy 
within emerging notions of popular sovereignty (see the chapter by Choińska-
Mika and Kuras). And running through nearly all strategies of legitimacy is an 
involvement with religion; it is certainly interesting to see such similar approaches 
taken by both Christian and Islamic dynasties, in the case studies presented by 
Rhorchi and Mendes.

The chapters are divided into two groups: (1) dynastic change, and (2) legitimi-
sation of rule. The first chapter, by Lynsey Wood, examines approaches taken in 
England over the longue durée to preserving stability while dynasties change—the 
patriline may change, but regulating the rights of women to pass on their claims 
to the throne preserved a sense of continuity. Wood explores shifts in attitudes 
towards female dynastic succession between the twelfth and the early seventeenth 
centuries, examining the development of a legal framework which culminated 
in the succession statutes introduced by Henry VIII (and revised by his children) 
which sought to legitimate the female contenders in sixteenth-century England. 
By then the unparalleled numbers of potential female heirs in England demon-
strated the structural need for a female-inclusive rule of primogeniture in royal 
succession law. In a more focused case study, Isabel de Pina Baleiras looks at the 
transition between Portugal’s first and second royal dynasties in 1383–85, in which 
the legitimate heir to the throne (a woman) was rejected and the traditional path-
way of succession altered. She asks whether the use of an electoral process in 
proclaiming a new king by the Cortes of Coimbra was a sign of a democratic mon-
archy, or merely the legitimisation of a coup d’état. This chapter also compares this 
activity with the similar and chronologically contiguous case of the kingdom next 
door, Castile, where another dynasty founded by an illegitimate royal son (Enrique 
de Trastámara) was similarly legitimised. The analysis focuses in particular on the 
role of writers of chronicles in legitimising the successful takeovers of the Avis and 
Trastámara dynasties. In a parallel case study, Lledó Ruiz Domingo looks at the 
consolidation of the new Trastámara dynasty in the Kingdom of Aragon. After 
the unusual accession, involving election, of this dynasty, it was deemed necessary 
to re-configure an integrated vision of royal ceremonial. In order to decipher the 
changes that were introduced into Aragonese ritual, this chapter scrutinises corona-
tions and funerals connected to the reign of the first king of the new dynasty, King 
Ferdinand I of Aragon, and in particular the ceremonial symbols and gestures used 
to form the royal image. The King’s discourses before the Cortes also constitute a 
valuable source of information to uncover what kinds of propaganda manoeuvres 
were employed as part of his ideological programme for legitimising his dynasty.

Moving to a later period, and to northern Europe, the next three chapters 
examine how dynasties or leading elites could modify the hereditary system to 
suit the political needs of the family or of the nation. Cathleen Sarti looks at the 
case of the Vasa dynasty in Sweden, whose dual role, as kings of Poland, brought 
them greater influence but also internal divisions. In this chapter, Sarti looks at 
the manipulation of the public image of one Vasa prince by another, leading to a 
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more specifically “Swedish” political culture. The deposition of King Sigismund 
of Sweden in 1599 was possible because his deposer, his uncle Duke Charles, had 
succeeded in making himself the champion of Swedish national culture while at 
the same time depicting Sigismund as alien. Making use of the religious con-
flict between Protestant Sweden and their Catholic king, as well as the practical 
problems brought by Sigismund’s simultaneous kingship of Sweden and Poland-
Lithuania, Charles succeeded in ousting Sigismund and becoming the new ruler. 
Charles’ efforts to nationalise the Vasa dynasty and Swedish political culture was 
then in turn used to legitimise the change of ruler. Back across the Baltic, this 
deposition contributed to the ongoing debate about the usefulness of the elective 
process in selecting a monarch, and the pros and cons of selecting a foreign dynasty 
to rule over the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. In their joint-authored chap-
ter, Jolanta Choińska-Mika and Katarzyna Kuras trace the legal and theoretical 
arguments behind free election of kings from its start in the late sixteenth century 
to its last days in the eighteenth, when the practice weakened the Commonwealth 
to such an extent that it ultimately led to its dismemberment. In particular, the 
chapter examines the way Polish-Lithuanian eighteenth-century elective monarchs 
were regarded by their subjects due to a combination of factors, including the 
bald-faced military intervention in the election procedure by foreign powers and 
the attempts to introduce Enlightenment ideas into the notions of governance 
and monarchical rule. Looking in almost the opposite direction, the House of 
Hanover in the opening years of the eighteenth century were keen to stress that 
they were not a new dynasty, as they approached the succession to the throne of 
Great Britain, but had an ancient lineage and indeed ancient ties with England. In 
her chapter, Charlotte Backerra analyses the preparations laid down to ensure a 
smooth transition of dynasty from Stuart to Hanover. The first Hanoverians, the 
Electress Sophia, kings George I and George II, and the latter’s wife Caroline, 
adopted English traditions in their representation of themselves as defenders of 
the Protestant faith, in celebrating coronations and other ceremonies according 
to older examples, and bowed to national culture with their acceptance of politi-
cal rules established in England and the prevalent concepts of the ancient liberties 
of the people. The new (old) dynasty accepting British national culture played a 
major part in its success in resisting forces of Jacobitism, isolationism, and the rejec-
tion of a foreign ruling family.

Back in southern Europe, the Italian Peninsula in the eighteenth century wit-
nessed several changes of dynasty, as the Habsburgs and Bourbons struggled to 
maintain the balance of power in the Mediterranean following the dismemberment 
of the ascendency of the Spanish Habsburgs after the War of Spanish Succession. 
In her chapter, Cinzia Recca looks in particular at the methods employed by the 
Spanish Bourbons to legitimise their rule in the Kingdom of Naples, at first suc-
cessfully bringing Italy back into the orbit of Spanish influence at the expense of 
the Austrian Habsburgs, but facing dynastic reversal following the marriage of King 
Ferdinand IV of Naples with Archduchess Maria Carolina of Austria in 1768. In a 
curious blending of dynastic practice, Recca demonstrates how the legitimacy of 
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the Neapolitan Bourbons was ironically solidified through the rule of a Habsburg 
consort and the return of Naples into the sphere of Austrian influence. In the end, 
this chapter helps us see that often, though the dynasty may change in name, much 
remains the same in practice.

The second half of this collection of essays focuses less on change and more 
on “staying power”—how did monarchs maintain legitimacy in times of dynastic 
stress? These chapters examine this question by looking at a variety of tools of 
dynastic strategy: the uses of visual or literary culture, and the importance of gender 
and religion. The first chapter, by Alexandra Karagianni, looks at the interesting 
combination of visual means and religious feeling in erasing the memory of a 
violent takeover from one Byzantine dynasty to another. Karagianni examines six 
prophetic dreams connected to the accession of Emperor Basil I the Macedonian 
in the ninth century, as narrated in two key sources from later centuries: the Vita 
Basilii and the manuscript of Ioannis Skylitzes. The chapter investigates how a pro-
phetic or symbolic dream (or chrimatismos) was used to legitimise the actions of the 
simple peasant Basil and gave him the extraordinary chance to usurp the imperial 
throne. In a similar way, English kings in the fifteenth century re-packaged bru-
tal usurpations through honouring (or dishonouring) their predecessors in funeral 
rites. Anna M. Duch’s chapter looks at the manner in which King Edward IV, 
of the House of York, referred to Henry VI and his forebears of the House of 
Lancaster as “kings by fact, not by law” at his funeral in 1471. Subsequently, 
Richard III made an effort to reconcile himself with the legacy of his house’s for-
mer enemy, Henry VI, by reburying him at Windsor. And yet, in shifting back 
from the House of York to the House of Lancaster (aka Tudor), after his victory 
at Bosworth Field in 1485, Henry VII declared Richard III and his reign invalid, a 
status demotion confirmed in Richard’s rather un-kingly burial in a modest friary 
in Leicester. Because of these shifts in power, the reputations (and physical bod-
ies) of Henry VI and Richard III underwent changes in status which affected their 
funerals and later reburials. To fully contextualise these changes in status, and their 
uses in legitimising newly established rulers, Duch compares these cases to other 
royal exequies in the House of Plantagenet, particularly those of Edward II and 
Richard II, two other humbled kings, later rehabilitated in death.

Another approach to making use of religious ceremonial to erase the past and 
create a more positive reputation for a ruling dynasty is taken in the chapter by 
Paula Almeida Mendes. Against the backdrop of the context of the Portuguese 
Restoration of 1640 and the difficulties that the newly inaugurated dynasty of 
Bragança faced in obtaining legitimacy and recognition from the wider European 
community in the second half of the seventeenth century, this chapter draws 
attention to the way in which the dynasty promoted an exaltation of “holiness” 
in some of its members (Prince Teodósio, Princess Joana), or at least of their  
“virtues” (Queen Luísa de Gusmão; Princess Catarina, later queen of England; 
Princess Isabel Luisa Josefa). This policy was taken to such an extent as a strategy 
to defend the legitimacy of the dynasty that it created the impression of an “illustrious” 
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royal family, one that was able to “generate saints”. The parallel case is seen in the 
study by Fatima Rhorchi of a dynasty descended from and consisting of living saints, 
in the Alawi dynasty in the Sultanate of Morocco in the same century. This chapter 
demonstrates how Sultan Moulay Ismail, in the face of rebellion by disenfranchised 
relatives, legitimised his rule and imposed his authority through several means, 
both religious and political. He promoted Sharifism, the traditional right to rule 
based on descent from the Prophet. He also strengthened his alliances with some of 
the mountain tribes in the countryside, and strengthened the Abid Alboukhari, or 
Black Slaves Army. Nevertheless, his reliance on force proved unsustainable, and 
the death of Moulay Ismail resulted in a new period of internal strife in Morocco. 
The problem of Alawi legitimacy would not be solved until the enthronement of 
his grandson, Sidi Mohamed Ibn Abdellah, who rebuilt Alawi dynastic power on 
new principles, based on religious ties plus economic power, not force.

As another alternative to force, the final three chapters look at the roles assumed 
by women in ruling dynasties from various aspects, successfully and unsuccessfully. 
By nature and social custom, royal women were discouraged from the use of force 
in maintaining order—they therefore looked for other means. Penelope Nash 
examines the role of Ottonian women in Germany across the tenth century, as 
they guided the dynasty through unstable times brought on by periods of minority. 
In 1024, 100 years after Henry I’s election as king, the fifth and last member of the 
Ottonian dynasty, Emperor Henry II, died without issue, and the succession passed 
to a new line, whose members came to be known as the Salians. Nash explains 
how historians have usually depicted the Ottonian dynasty as one that progressed 
from an uncertain beginning to one of relative stability, attributed primarily to 
the efforts of its male leaders, and proposes a different reason for this stability. She 
claims that the ruling women, as regents, mothers, wives, and sisters, maintained 
stability through political agency and as negotiators rather than warmongers, by 
looking in particular at three women: Empress Adelheid, Empress Theophanu, and 
Abbess Mathilda of Quedlinburg.

Several centuries later, another queen regent, Mariana of Austria, widow of 
Philip IV of Spain, faced similar problems. In her chapter, Caitlin Brady Carter 
considers the debate between male and female rule, and intellectual versus emo-
tional leadership, as depicted in a work of theatre from the period. This chapter 
considers the struggle to control the Regency of King Carlos II between his 
mother, Mariana, and his illegitimate half-brother, Don Juan José, as it was mani-
fested in court performances of a play by Pedro Calderón de la Barca, La estatua 
de Prometeo, written in the early 1670s. This play presents not only a parallel to the 
actual struggles for power in the Spanish court, but a critique of the young king’s 
weaknesses as well. Such theatrical performances as La estatua de Prometeo not only 
provide us with insight into court culture, but can be used as a way to approach 
and understand the politics surrounding Mariana and Don Juan José’s rival claims 
to legitimacy of their claims to hold power. Taking this debate one step further, 
the final chapter, by Elena Teibenbacher, looks at the justifications put forward by 
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Catherine II of Russia for her usurpation of the throne from her husband in 1762, 
notably by arguing that power should be legitimately held by those best suited 
to wield it. This chapter contrasts the actions of Catherine as a monarch with 
her (self-)portrayal as an enlightened thinker, exploring the discrepancies between 
the two by examining the importance of legitimacy in Catherine’s life and poli-
tics. Having overthrown her husband Peter III without any dynastic claim to the 
throne herself, she needed to prove her legitimacy in other ways. Catherine II did 
not want to enter history as a usurper but as a saviour. Yet contradictory positions 
remain: she is seen as ruling as an autocratic sovereign rather than an “enlight-
ened” reformer, failing to introduce constitutional and democratic changes. Was 
this because she believed power to be her legitimate right as the most capable, 
as opposed to strictly hereditary, leader? Did she make use of the theories of the 
Enlightenment to defend her legitimacy while never really intending to actually 
apply them?

Towards the end of Catherine of Russia’s reign, all of these questions, and all 
of those examined across this collection of chapters, would be re-examined in the 
wake of the French Revolution. Was monarchy intended to lead and serve the 
people, or to serve the dynasty which occupied its throne? Questions of elective 
monarchy, religious legitimacy, the position of women, and the uses of history 
and the arts in maintaining the image of monarchy, all returned to the floor of 
debate, and would do so repeatedly across the nineteenth century, as monar-
chies were removed then restored, or modified by constitutional reforms (also 
made and unmade), until the final curtain fell on many European monarchies 
altogether following the end of the First World War. Yet still today, those mon-
archies that survive make use of strategies of legitimisation to connect themselves 
with the past—whether through the change of dynastic name (for example, from 
Saxe-Coburg to Windsor in the United Kingdom), the maintenance of a dynas-
tic name despite female succession (as in the Netherlands or in Luxembourg), 
or through the close identification of a dynasty with a historical continuity (as 
in Japan) or with religious faith (as in Saudi Arabia). Debates about gender are 
central in discussions about the relevance—a new word to indicate legitimacy—
of monarchy in the modern era: most twenty-first-century European monarchies 
have now changed succession laws to allow for a monarch to be succeeded by an 
eldest child, regardless of gender (“absolute primogeniture”)—led by the liberal 
Scandinavian countries, but now also poised to be changed in more conservative 
Catholic countries like Spain. Narrative histories and plays continue to be written 
and performed that maintain the legitimacy of past dynasties, even in countries like 
France where the monarchy is long abolished, notably in cultivating the memory 
of Napoleon as emperor of the French, or Austria, where the cult of “Sisi”, the 
Empress Elizabeth, is a mainstay of tourism. Religious revivals continue to stress 
the legitimacy of monarchical rule in the eyes of God, as in contemporary Russia, 
where the recently canonised Nicholas II and his family attracts increasing devo-
tion, or in Serbia, where the current royal family in waiting represents for many a 
living link to a more spiritual past.
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1
“THE VERY NEXT BLOOD OF  
THE KING”

The rules governing female succession  
to the throne in English history

Lynsey Wood

It is one of the great ironies of history that Henry VIII’s desperate quest for a son 
led both Crown and Parliament to recognise the right of women to succeed to 
the English throne. In the past fifty years historians including Mortimer Levine 
and Eric Ives have investigated what they called Tudor “dynastic problems”: the 
complications of English law and custom that led to the fifteenth-century Wars 
of the Roses, and were later exacerbated by Henry VIII’s efforts to confirm the 
monarch’s ecclesiastical supremacy and to delineate a clear line of succession.1 One 
of these key “dynastic problems” was the possibility that the crown might devolve 
upon a woman. For over four centuries the English throne had been an exclusively 
male preserve, with the exception of the contested lordship of Matilda in the 
twelfth century. There were nevertheless several moments in English history when 
Crown and Parliament addressed the ability of a woman to transmit a dynastic 
claim to her children or even succeed to the throne in her own right.

Sharon Jansen, in her study of female rulers in early modern Europe, recognised 
the need for scholars to redraw the lines of power in this period. Part of this pro-
posed “counter-narrative” included restoring women to dynastic trees from which 
they had often been excluded.2 This chapter outlines the rules governing female 
succession to the English throne between the twelfth and early seventeenth cen-
turies. Much like their male relatives, the claims of royal women were addressed 
through a series of precedents and ad hoc solutions which were invoked, adapted, 
or even ignored when it was deemed politically expedient. Although this topic has 
started to receive attention from historians of female kingship, this chapter seeks 
to expand on this area of enquiry and detail a number of key moments when the 
dynastic potential of women was recognised by the wider political community 
of England.3 More specifically, it will trace the historical and legal significance of 
a series of precedents, crown entails, and parliamentary statutes that anticipated, 
enabled, and even undermined the advent of female rule in the sixteenth century.
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The twelfth-century example of Matilda

Ruling queens were already a feature of the political landscape of Western Europe 
before the sixteenth century. Women had succeeded to the throne after the fail-
ure of the male line in a number of medieval kingdoms, including León-Castile, 
Aragon, Sicily, Navarre, Scotland, Naples, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Hungary, 
and Poland. Royal heiresses also challenged rivals for the throne, without success, 
in kingdoms such as Portugal, Mallorca, and Bohemia before the early modern 
period.4 The mechanisms of royal succession varied immensely between medieval 
kingdoms. In Castile, royal succession was governed by Las Siete Partidas or “The 
Seven Divisions”, a set of laws that acknowledged the right of women to succeed 
to the throne upon the failure of the direct male line.5 This was not the case in 
France, where royal succession was limited to men by the Salic Law, an archaic 
legal code revived in the fourteenth century and used to justify the exclusion of 
women from the French throne. Although this law was based upon a fabrication, 
the end result was that male primogeniture was upheld and women could neither 
inherit nor transmit a dynastic claim in France.6 There was no such codified law of 
succession in medieval England. Instead the right of a woman to claim the throne 
was addressed only when male primogeniture was threatened, a situation which 
occurred a number of times before the sixteenth century.

The problem of female succession in England was first addressed in the twelfth 
century through the career of Matilda.7 Although the mechanism of royal succes-
sion varied widely in Anglo-Saxon and early Norman England, the candidate for 
kingship was always male and no woman before Matilda laid formal claim to regal 
office in her own right.8 It was the third Norman king, Henry I, who addressed 
female succession for the first time. Shortly after claiming the throne, Henry had 
married Edith-Matilda, the daughter of Malcolm III of Scotland. Together they 
had two children, Matilda and William. Two years after his wife’s death in May 
1118, the King suffered another loss when his son was drowned in the disaster 
of the White Ship. Henry’s second marriage also remained childless. The King 
therefore designated his daughter Matilda as heir to the kingdom in early 1127. In 
making this choice Henry passed over his bastard son Robert, earl of Gloucester, 
as well as his nephews Theobald and Stephen, the sons of his sister, Adela of Blois, 
and thwarted the ambitions of his dynastic rival William Clito, son of his elder 
brother, Robert Curthose.9 The King evidently came to this decision “after delib-
erating long and deeply”.10 By choosing Matilda as his successor, Henry believed 
that a legitimate daughter should inherit the throne upon the failure of the direct 
male line, a decision which reflected changing attitudes towards bastardy in the 
Anglo-Norman ruling house.11

There were no fixed rules governing succession to the English throne in the 
twelfth century. In order to settle the kingdom upon his daughter, Henry compelled 
the clergy and nobility to swear oaths of fealty “to defend her right to the crown of 
England”.12 Similar oaths had also been sworn to his late son in separate ceremonies 
at the English and Norman courts, but for his daughter Henry summoned one great 
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court at Windsor, which adjourned to Westminster in January 1127 for the oath-
taking.13 This oath of fealty was taken by the clergy and the laity, including Matilda’s 
cousin, Stephen, and her half-brother, Gloucester.14 The chronicler William of 
Malmesbury was one of several writers favourable to Matilda’s cause. His account 
of this oath-taking included a lengthy declaration by Henry outlining his daughter’s 
descent from Norman kings through her father and Anglo-Saxon kings through her 
mother. It was therefore Matilda “in whom alone lay the legitimate succession”.15 
Matilda’s position as heir was nevertheless dependent on the King having no further 
legitimate sons to displace her, demonstrating that female inheritance of the throne 
was subject to certain conditions.

The importance of the oaths that settled the crown upon Matilda should not 
be underestimated, for they constituted a legal position from which Matilda chal-
lenged her cousin, Stephen, who usurped the English throne after her father’s 
death in December 1135. Matilda’s supporters argued that by seizing the crown 
and disregarding these oaths, Stephen was guilty of perjury and was consequently 
unfit to rule.16 The anonymous author of the Gesta Stephani, who was hostile 
to Matilda’s cause, tells us that Stephen’s supporters disregarded their oaths 
because they had been made under duress and even claimed that the late king had 
released the barons from their oaths on his deathbed.17 According to William of 
Malmesbury, the bishop of Salisbury maintained that he and others had “sworn 
only on condition that the king should not give his daughter in marriage to 
anyone outside the kingdom” without consulting his chief men.18 Malmesbury 
nevertheless reports that those who swore fealty to Matilda were required to do 
so on two separate occasions: in 1127, at her father’s court at Westminster, and in 
1131, after her marriage to Geoffrey of Anjou.19

Matilda’s right to inherit the throne was fiercely debated by those on either side 
of this dynastic conflict. In early 1139 Matilda appealed to the papal curia. Her case 
was presented by Ulger, bishop of Angers, who argued that the throne rightfully 
belonged to Matilda by hereditary right and the oaths sworn to her by the leading 
men of the realm. Arnulf of Lisieux, replying on behalf of Stephen, resorted to the 
charge that the marriage of Matilda’s parents was invalid and that she was therefore 
illegitimate.20 Although Innocent II did not withdraw his support from Stephen, 
this appeal established the disputed nature of the English succession. Others who 
were loyal to Matilda, such as Brian fitz Count, emphasised the righteousness of 
her cause. In a letter to the bishop of Winchester, Brian revealed his high regard 
for the oaths of fealty he had taken to Matilda.21 Brian also wrote a manifesto in 
support of Matilda’s claim which he sent to Gilbert Foliot, abbot of Gloucester. 
Foliot agreed with Brian’s conclusions and detailed aspects of divine, natural, and 
human law supporting a woman’s right to receive her lawful inheritance, including 
the biblical example of the daughters of Zelophehad, who were recognised as their 
father’s heirs in the absence of a son.22 Altogether this series of letters and appeals 
represents the earliest debate concerning female succession to the English throne.

The position of Matilda’s husband also raised doubts regarding the nature of her 
inheritance. In June 1128 she was married to Geoffrey of Anjou, with whom she 
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had three sons. Matilda’s position as heir was greatly enhanced by the birth of male 
issue, but her marriage to Geoffrey proved controversial. The bishop of Salisbury 
apparently complained that only a handful of men at Henry I’s court had been 
aware that this marriage would take place.23 The Worcester chronicler also tells us 
that the barons viewed Geoffrey as an alien who would seek to reign over them, 
in light of long-running hostilities between the ruling houses of Normandy and 
Anjou.24 These anxieties concerning Geoffrey’s role had their basis in contempo-
rary practice, for under common law a woman’s inheritance to title and possessions 
was transferred to her husband upon marriage. It is clear that uncertainty surround-
ing female succession extended not only to a woman’s ability to inherit the English 
throne in her own right, but also to the position of her husband.

Matilda’s moment of triumph came in early 1141, when Stephen was captured 
and imprisoned at Bristol Castle. A church council was summoned at Winchester 
and the assembled bishops and magnates recognised Matilda’s hereditary right and 
elected her as domina Anglorum, or “Lady of the English”.25 Charles Beem notes that 
the basis of Matilda’s authority in this period was threefold, consisting of the oaths 
given during her father’s lifetime, the theory of a female-inclusive rule of primo-
geniture, and God’s blessing as revealed though successful conquest.26 Matilda’s new 
title was probably intended as an anticipatory measure before she could be crowned 
and anointed as queen.27 But Matilda’s coronation never took place, for in June 
1141 her forces were driven from London. Further difficulties arose when the earl 
of Gloucester was captured, and Matilda was forced to agree to an exchange of royal 
prisoners. Matilda’s brief acceptance by the leading men of the realm raised ques-
tions concerning not only the elective nature of kingship in this period, but also the 
extent to which a woman could be recognised as ruler in a military feudal society.

By the late 1140s the conflict with Stephen had settled into a prolonged stalemate, 
and Matilda supported the cause of her eldest son Henry to claim the inheritance 
that had been denied to her. Almost fifteen years of civil war was brought to an 
end with the Treaty of Winchester in November 1153. By the terms of this agree-
ment Stephen was to remain king and Henry would succeed him on the throne 
after his death. Stephen therefore agreed to prefer Henry over his own surviving 
son, William.28 Lois Huneycutt argues that Matilda was not rejected by the feudal 
nobility of England primarily because of her sex.29 Instead, the protracted hostilities 
of this period meant that she was unable to successfully claim the throne in her own 
right and later concentrated on advancing the cause of her son. Henry II succeeded 
to the throne in October 1154 and became the second English king, after Stephen 
himself, to trace his descent through the female line.30 Matilda’s failure in the twelfth 
century to claim the throne in her own right demonstrates that a growing prefer-
ence for the hereditary principle to determine the English succession did not lead to 
the establishment of a female-inclusive rule of primogeniture.

The problem of female succession in later medieval England

The possibility of a woman transmitting a claim to the throne greatly complicated 
the politics of medieval England. Although Henry II had his eldest son crowned 
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during his lifetime, the young Henry predeceased his father and the throne passed 
instead to the King’s second surviving son Richard (the “Lionheart”).31 Richard 
I died in April 1199 without legitimate issue. The principle of representation—
whereby the son of an elder brother represented his father’s claim and took 
precedence over his uncle—was rejected on this occasion and Richard was suc-
ceeded by his brother John, passing over the claim of his twelve-year-old nephew 
Arthur, duke of Brittany, the posthumous son of John’s elder brother, Geoffrey. 
In order to prevent any challenge to his throne, King John had his young nephew 
imprisoned and presumably murdered in April 1203.32 Arthur’s sister Eleanor of 
Brittany was also kept an effective state prisoner. She died unmarried and without 
issue in August 1241.33 Although Eleanor’s claim to the throne was not ultimately 
advanced, her dynastic potential was recognised after her death by a number of 
chroniclers. For example, the Lanercost Chronicle included a fanciful tale in which 
John’s son and successor, Henry III, doubted his right to the crown and resigned 
it to Eleanor, who kept it for three days and then voluntarily gave up her rights 
to Henry’s son, the future Edward I.34 John and Henry III’s actions in control-
ling Eleanor’s reproductive potential demonstrated that advancing a dynastic claim 
through a woman was a recognised threat to the line of English succession.35

The question of a woman inheriting the English throne in her own right was 
addressed again at the close of the thirteenth century. After the death of three 
of his sons, Edward I called a gathering at Amesbury in April 1290. Here the 
King announced that the throne would descend to his surviving son Edward of 
Carnarvon (later Edward II), followed by the prince’s children whether male or 
female. If Carnarvon predeceased his father without issue and Edward I had no 
further sons (or those sons had no issue) then the throne would descend to Eleanor, 
the King’s eldest daughter, and her children. Failing Eleanor’s issue then the throne 
would pass to the King’s next daughter, Joan, and so on in turn “from daughter 
to daughter, and from heir to heir”.36 Edward I had five surviving daughters at 
this time, including Margaret, Mary, and Elizabeth, and the terms of Edward’s 
settlement reveal his concern that the rule of primogeniture should apply amongst 
both sons and daughters, eliminating the possibility of the kingdom being divided 
amongst co-heiresses like a barony.37 As well as recognising a woman’s right to 
inherit on the failure of the direct male line, Edward I’s crown entail also established 
that the principle of representation was a valid method of settling the succession 
whether the heir was male or female. Edward reinforced his crown entail with a 
series of strategic marriages. Margaret was married in July 1290 to the future John 
II, duke of Brabant, whilst her older sister Eleanor was married by proxy in August 
1290 to Alfonso III, king of Aragon.38 Joan was also married to Gilbert de Clare, 
earl of Gloucester, who was required to swear an oath upholding this settlement; 
it is only from the charter which Gloucester issued that day that the terms of this 
entail are known to historians.39

Although this arrangement was reminiscent of Henry I’s crown entail in the 
twelfth century, there was another precedent which probably influenced Edward 
I’s decision to recognise the inheritance rights of his daughters and grand-daughters.  
In February 1284 a similar gathering had been called at Scone by Alexander III to 
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secure the Scottish succession after the death of his last surviving child. Alexander 
required his magnates to swear an oath to accept his infant grand-daughter 
Margaret, “the Maid of Norway” as his heir, and she was recognised as “Lady of 
Scotland” after the King’s death in March 1286. Scotland was ruled by a council 
of Guardians during her minority, but Margaret would not become queen until 
she was crowned at Scone. In anticipation of her arrival from Norway, negotia-
tions took place for a marriage between Margaret and Edward of Carnarvon. But 
this union never took place, for Margaret died on her journey to Scotland in 
September 1290, aged only seven.40 Margaret’s recognition as heir to the Scottish 
throne offered another precedent for Edward I’s entail of 1290, which demon-
strated that in England a female-inclusive rule of primogeniture was again regarded 
as a viable option in a period of dynastic uncertainty. Like other kingdoms such 
as Scotland and France, the rules of succession in England were subject to change 
when political and dynastic circumstances dictated.

It is possible that Edward III was aware of the provisions set down by his grand-
father when he drew up his own crown entail around October 1376.41 Edward 
III’s entail established his nine-year-old grandson Richard (later Richard II) as 
his successor, affirming the principle of representation in the case of a male heir. 
Richard’s father was Edward of Woodstock (“the Black Prince”), the eldest son 
of Edward III, who had predeceased his father, dying in June 1376. This entail 
nevertheless excluded the King’s second child Isabella, countess of Bedford, and 
her own daughters, Marie and Philippa. Instead, if Richard died without sons then 
the throne would descend in turn to his three surviving uncles—John of Gaunt, 
duke of Lancaster; Edmund of Langley, duke of York; and Thomas of Woodstock, 
duke of Gloucester—and their male issue. Edward III also passed over his grand-
daughter Philippa and her children, including her son, Roger Mortimer.42 Philippa 
was the only child of Lionel, duke of Clarence, the second surviving son of Edward 
III, who had predeceased his father in 1368. Edward III’s entail therefore ruled that 
women could neither inherit nor transmit a claim to the throne to their children, 
much like the Salic Law that had been introduced in France.43

Edward III’s decision to limit the crown in this manner appears to have been 
a response to anxieties about the succession in light of his own failing health. The 
chronicler Thomas Walsingham claimed that Gaunt had petitioned Parliament to 
“make a law on the pattern of the French that no woman be heir to the king-
dom”.44 Indeed, it is even possible that Edward had contemplated excluding the 
female line as early as 1368.45 In the fifteenth century Sir John Fortescue alleged 
that shortly after Clarence’s death, Edward III had entailed the crown upon his 
male heirs, and that the King’s daughters had come into Parliament “in there 
mantels of estate embroidred with the armes of Englande” and publicly renounced 
any claim to the throne.46 Edward had one surviving daughter at this time, Isabella, 
and Michael Bennett suggests that if this ceremony had taken place then it might 
have included the King’s grand-daughter, Philippa.47 Concerns over the husband 
of a female claimant might have also influenced Edward III’s male-exclusive entail, 
for Thomas Walsingham tells us that Philippa’s husband, Edmund Mortimer, earl 
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of March, had expectations concerning his wife’s title.48 Following the accession 
of Richard II in June 1377, the Mortimer claim continued to draw support, but 
it is difficult to ascertain Richard’s exact intentions for the succession or even the 
degree to which Edward III’s entail was known to contemporaries.49

Although historical memory of Edward III’s crown entail remains unclear, its 
provisions were partly fulfilled when Henry IV, the eldest surviving son of John of 
Gaunt, usurped the throne from Richard II in 1399. Henry secured parliamentary 
recognition of his own entail in February 1404, vesting the crown upon his sons—
Henry, Thomas, John, and Humphrey—and their issue, male or female, in order of 
seniority.50 At the request of the Commons the King issued a charter in June 1406 
that instead limited the succession to his sons and their male heirs only.51 A series 
of rebellions in support of the Mortimer claim possibly led to Henry’s decision to 
affirm the principle of descent in the male line.52 This new entail of the crown was 
nevertheless repealed at the petition of the Commons in December 1406, and the 
1404 settlement was reinstated and given statutory form.53 Although this settle-
ment recognised the succession rights of Henry IV’s grand-daughters, it excluded 
the King’s daughters Blanche and Philippa, who both married into other ruling 
houses.54 Several motivations for this reversal have been suggested, including wider 
concerns about the implications of adopting the Salic Law in England.55 It was 
noted that in excluding the female sex, the June 1406 settlement “greatly restricted 
that which they by no means intended to diminish but rather to increase”.56

The ability of a woman to transmit a dynastic claim became a matter of criti-
cal importance during the reign of Henry VI. Although the House of Lancaster 
had successfully asserted its right through military prowess, the sudden death of 
Henry V in August 1422 meant that the throne passed to his nine-month-old 
son. Henry VI’s troubled reign marks the beginning of the Wars of the Roses 
(1455–87), a series of dynastic conflicts between adherents of the Lancastrian 
and Yorkist claims to the throne. Henry VI’s title was challenged by Richard, 
duke of York, who walked into the Parliament chamber at Westminster in 
October 1460 and advanced his own claim by placing a hand upon the empty 
throne. Three weeks later Parliament passed the Act of Accord, which ruled that 
York would inherit the throne after Henry’s death, passing over the King’s only 
child, Edward, Prince of Wales.57 York derived a claim to the throne from his 
father, Richard Conisburgh, earl of Cambridge, the son of Edmund of Langley, 
but the senior hereditary claim York asserted was through his mother, Anne 
Mortimer, by virtue of her descent from Lionel, duke of Clarence.58 The Act of 
Accord therefore established that the English throne could be inherited through 
a woman, confirming by parliamentary statute the same hereditary principle that 
had supported the accessions of Stephen and Henry II in the twelfth century. 
York was killed in battle shortly after his recognition as heir to the throne, but 
his son Edward asserted his own claim and defeated the Lancastrian army at the 
Battle of Towton in March 1461.

The validity of Edward IV’s title was fiercely disputed by a number of Lancastrian 
adherents including Sir John Fortescue, Chief Justice of the Bench under Henry 
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VI. Fortescue wrote a series of polemical works challenging the legitimacy of the 
House of York. In his works, Fortescue argued that women could neither inherit 
nor transmit a claim to the English throne, dismissing the example of Matilda and 
stating that Henry II had succeeded Stephen by election of the people. The Treaty 
of Winchester had instead established that the crown should pass through the male 
line in perpetuity for it was “contrary to the laws and customs of England” that 
anyone should claim the throne through a woman.59 Fortescue also warned that a 
royal heiress might make an unsuitable marriage, and that the kingdom itself would 
be divided between co-heiresses if the king had more than one daughter. For good 
measure, Fortescue even questioned the legitimacy of Philippa of Clarence and 
therefore the entire basis of the House of York’s superior claim to the throne.60 
Fortescue was later obliged to refute these earlier writings against female inherit-
ance in order to be restored to royal favour, demonstrating that such arguments 
were as opportunistic as they were flexible.61

Female succession claims accompanied another reversal of dynastic fortunes in 
the late fifteenth century. Edward IV died in April 1483 and was succeeded by his 
twelve-year-old son, Edward V. The new king was quickly usurped by his uncle, 
Richard III, and Edward and his brother Richard vanished behind the walls of 
the Tower in the summer of 1483. Their disappearance meant that if female suc-
cession was to be upheld, Edward IV’s claims now descended to his surviving 
daughters Elizabeth, Cecily, Anne, Katherine, and Bridget.62 Their significance 
as potential claimants to the throne was well recognised by contemporaries. The 
continuator of the Crowland Chronicle mentions rumours of a plan to smuggle 
the Yorkist princesses overseas and so ensure that “the kingdom might someday 
return to the rightful heirs”.63 Richard III, in order to legitimate his title, caused 
Parliament to pass a statute known as Titulus Regius, which ruled that Edward 
IV’s children were illegitimate. Richard also argued that the attainder of his elder 
brother George, duke of Clarence, barred Clarence’s young children, Margaret 
and Edward, from the succession.64 In the event, however, it was Henry Tudor, 
earl of Richmond, who emerged as the main rival for Richard’s crown. Henry’s 
royal claim came from his mother, Lady Margaret Beaufort, who was a descend-
ant of John of Gaunt. The Beauforts were the product of Gaunt’s union with 
his mistress Katherine Swynford, who later became his third wife. Gaunt and 
Katherine’s children had been legitimated by Richard II through letters patent 
in 1397, but a clause (excepta dignitate regali) was inserted into this patent after its 
confirmation by Henry IV in 1407, demonstrating that they were not viewed as 
candidates for the throne.65

Like her ancestor Matilda in the twelfth century, Margaret Beaufort dedicated 
her efforts to ensuring that her son would one day succeed to the throne. In 
order to strengthen Yorkist support for his cause, Henry Tudor swore an oath 
to marry Elizabeth of York at Rennes Cathedral in December 1483.66 Marriage 
to Elizabeth was clearly recognised as a method of consolidating an existing 
claim to the throne, and after Richard III was widowed in March 1485 he was 
forced to deny rumours that he planned to marry his niece in order to strengthen  
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his position.67 Henry ultimately defeated Richard at the Battle of Bosworth 
Field in August 1485 and was crowned as the first king of the Tudor dynasty. 
Although his first Parliament simply confirmed Henry VII’s royal title, the new 
king claimed the throne by conquest, his election by the nobility, and his rec-
ognition by Parliament, as well as his descent from Edward III.68 His promised 
marriage to Elizabeth in January 1486 united the claims of these formerly warring 
houses and allowed Henry to consolidate Yorkist support for his rule. Before this 
marriage was accomplished, however, it was necessary for Henry to repeal Titulus 
Regius, which had bastardised Elizabeth and her siblings.69 It was therefore claims 
descending from the female line of the Houses of Lancaster and York that sup-
ported the establishment of the Tudor dynasty, but England did not yet recognise 
the right of a woman to claim the throne in her own right.

The law of female succession in Tudor England

The question of whether a woman might wear the English crown was finally 
answered in the mid-sixteenth century. The necessary legal framework was intro-
duced during the reign of Henry VIII, the second king of the Tudor dynasty. 
Henry’s eldest daughter Mary was born in February 1516, the only surviving child 
of Henry and his first wife Katherine of Aragon. Although Mary was effectively 
heiress presumptive for the first seventeen years of her life, her father desperately 
hoped for a male heir to succeed him.70 Henry eventually secured an annulment of 
his marriage to Queen Katherine, but not before marrying his pregnant mistress, 
Anne Boleyn, who gave birth in September 1533 to a daughter named Elizabeth. 
Like Sir John Fortescue in the fifteenth century, Tudor commentators were 
familiar with the stories of Matilda in the medieval chronicles, but had limited 
understanding of the rules governing royal succession before the emergence of a 
settled parliamentary tradition.71 In order to effectively provide for the succession 
during his lifetime, Henry VIII was therefore compelled to address the claims of his 
daughters to ensure that he might leave his crown to a suitable heir.

Female succession to the English throne was established in this period through 
a series of parliamentary statutes. The First Succession Act of 1534 ruled that the 
marriage between Henry and Katherine of Aragon was invalid. This act instead 
vested the crown upon the children of Henry and Anne Boleyn, establishing their 
daughter Elizabeth as heiress presumptive in the absence of a son. This act also 
ruled that for want of male issue the crown should pass to Henry and Anne’s 
daughters “one after another, by course of inheritance, according to their ages, as 
the crown of England has been accustomed, and ought to go, in cases where there 
be heirs female to the same”. This act was silent, however, on Mary’s exact status.72 
In contrast, the Second Succession Act of 1536 set aside the terms of the first, con-
firming that the marriage between Henry and Anne Boleyn was invalid and ruling 
that both Mary and Elizabeth were illegitimate and therefore unable to inherit the 
throne. The crown would instead descend to the King’s male or female issue by 
his recent marriage to Jane Seymour or any future wife. This act also ruled that if 
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any of the King’s heirs attempted to interrupt the rightful order of succession then 
they would forfeit their right to the throne. Female inheritance was again subject 
to certain conditions, but Henry VIII was also granted the unprecedented power 
to nominate his own heir by letters patent or his last will if he failed to produce 
any lawful issue.73

Henry VIII further consolidated his settlement of the crown in the final years 
of his reign. The Third Succession Act of 1544 restored Mary and Elizabeth to the 
line of succession after their brother Edward, born in October 1537, and any fur-
ther lawful issue the King might have. Mary and Elizabeth nevertheless remained 
illegitimate.74 Henry’s last will of 1546 confirmed the right of his daughters to 
succeed to the throne but only on condition that their marriages were approved 
by their brother’s Privy Council. If each failed to meet these conditions, their 
claims to the throne would be forfeit. The inclusion of this matrimonial provision 
revealed that the prospect of a royal heiress ruling unaided by a husband had not 
yet been considered.75 If both Mary and Elizabeth failed to qualify then next in the 
line of succession were the female heirs of their Suffolk cousins, Lady Frances Grey 
and Lady Eleanor Clifford, the daughters of Henry’s younger sister, Mary Tudor. 
This was in preference to their Scottish cousins, descended from Henry’s elder 
sister, Margaret Tudor.76

The demands of the rebels during the Pilgrimage of Grace in 1536 provides a 
glimpse into popular feeling towards this series of succession acts. Robert Aske, the 
leader of this revolt, demanded that the “statute of illegitimacy” (the act of 1534) 
be repealed and the act of 1536 amended so that the heir apparent would be clearly 
named, or else that the succession would come as it had before “to the very next 
blood of the King”: namely, his eldest daughter, Mary.77 Aske’s demands revealed 
the strength of popular feeling towards the hereditary principle in deciding the 
succession, and a daughter’s right to claim her father’s inheritance. The importance 
of the Henrician succession statutes is obvious, for they allowed a woman to claim 
the English throne in her own right. Eric Ives nevertheless points out that this last 
series of acts allowed Mary and Elizabeth to succeed to the throne as nominees 
but not to inherit it.78 This distinction was crucial, for it meant that although these 
succession acts allowed a woman to claim regal office for the first time, both Mary 
and Elizabeth held a parliamentary title to the throne.

After Henry VIII’s death there was one last attempt to divert the crown towards 
a male heir before a woman finally claimed the English throne in her own right. 
The third Tudor king, Edward VI, alongside his chief minister, John Dudley, duke 
of Northumberland, attempted to change his father’s settlement with Edward’s 
“devise” for the succession, barring Mary and Elizabeth from the throne and pre-
ferring the claims of the King’s Suffolk cousins instead. This devise was issued as 
letters patent in June 1553, but Edward did not live long enough to have these 
changes ratified by Parliament. Historians have also debated whether the fifteen-
year-old Edward had the same power as his father to nominate an heir;79 Mary and 
Elizabeth had been reinstated into the line of succession by statute law, and only 
statute law could remove them once again.80 Faced with a pool of English-born 
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candidates in the direct line who were all female, the young king responded first 
by diverting the succession to a hypothetical male heir. However, when it became 
obvious that no male heir would be born in his lifetime, Edward amended his 
devise and raised his married cousin, Lady Jane Grey, to the throne in her own 
right. This arrangement would redirect the crown to the Protestant Jane with the 
view of producing a male heir as soon as possible.81 Jane’s sisters, Katherine and 
Mary, would then succeed in turn if each failed to produce a male heir of their 
own, but this same rule did not apply to their mother Frances or to their aunt 
Eleanor’s daughter, Margaret Clifford, neither of whom would succeed them-
selves, but who would merely transmit their claim to further male issue.

This new line of succession was confirmed in Queen Jane’s accession proc-
lamation, which was promulgated after Edward’s death in July 1553. Mary and 
Elizabeth’s exclusion from this settlement was justified because of their illegitimacy, 
but it was also feared that if either became queen and took a foreign husband, then, 
having the throne in his hands, he would bring about “the utter subversion of the 
common weale”. In contrast, the King’s Suffolk cousins were “naturally borne 
here within the realme”, differentiating them from their Scottish relations.82 Jane 
and her sister Katherine were also safely married to Englishmen.83 Those who 
installed Jane upon the throne were also concerned to safeguard their own posi-
tions and ensure that Edward’s Protestant settlement would not be overturned after 
his death by the Catholic Mary.

Mary I led a popular uprising and took the throne in July 1553 in spite of the 
provisions of her brother’s entail, asserting her hereditary right as “the most excel-
lent princess Mary, elder daughter of King Henry VIII and sister to King Edward 
VI”.84 The first Tudor queen’s accession proclamation made no mention of Jane’s 
brief ascendancy but stated simply that the crown of England did “most rightfully 
and lawfully belong” to her.85 Mary officially remained illegitimate until her first 
Parliament repealed the 1534 succession act which had invalidated her parents’ 
marriage, and voided that part of the 1536 succession act which had legally bas-
tardised her.86 Mary nevertheless ensured that Parliament confirmed her title only 
after she had been crowned and anointed.87 Fears concerning a foreign husband 
were raised again when Mary announced her intention to marry Prince Philip 
of Spain soon after her accession.88 Mary wished to name her successor as part of 
the marriage treaty with Philip “in order to avoid the troubles and disputes” that 
might ensue if she died without an heir. The three main candidates for the throne 
were her cousins Mary, Queen of Scots, and Lady Frances Grey, as well as her 
sister Elizabeth. Mary did not wish Elizabeth to succeed her for a number of rea-
sons, including her bastardy. Instead Mary believed that her Catholic cousin Lady 
Margaret Douglas was “the person best suited to succeed”.89

Although Mary did not nominate a successor during her reign, she appears to 
have had the chancery enrolment of her father’s will destroyed, which ruled that 
she needed the consent of a majority of her brother’s councillors before she could 
take a husband.90 Mary’s marriage to Philip of Spain took place in July 1554. The 
marriage treaty confirmed that Mary would remain sole queen and that Philip 
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could make no claim to the English throne if she was to predecease him. Their 
children “as well males as females” would succeed to the English throne after the 
Queen’s death. If Mary died childless then Philip was to “permytte the succession 
thereof to come unto them to whom yt shall belong and apperteine by the right 
and lawes” of England.91 Rebellion and unrest surrounding the Spanish marriage 
led to the passage of the Act Concerning the Regal Power in 1554. This act ruled 
that kingly office was invested “either in male or female” and confirmed that Mary 
possessed the same authority “in as full, large, and ample manner as it hath done 
heretofore to any other her most noble progenitors, kings of this realm”.92 The 
Treasons Act of 1555 also made it high treason to deny any issue of Mary and 
Philip’s marriage the title of king or queen.93

Mary confidently expected the birth of a male heir, but she instead suffered 
a false pregnancy and was destined to remain childless. Her last will was first 
drawn up in March 1558, when the Queen again thought herself to be preg-
nant. This document confirmed that the throne would descend to the Queen’s 
issue, regardless of their sex.94 The codicil added to Mary’s will in October 1558 
reflected her realisation that she would die without children. Mary confirmed 
that the throne would descend to “my next heire & Successour, by the Laws and 
Statutes of this Realme”: namely, to her sister, Elizabeth.95 This was the first time 
in English history that a woman lawfully and peacefully bequeathed her throne 
to a female heir.

Elizabeth I enjoyed the same popular support as Mary when she succeeded to 
the throne in November 1558. The second Tudor queen’s accession proclama-
tion declared that she was “the only right heir by blood and lawful succession”.96 
Elizabeth’s first Parliament in 1559 also passed the Act of Recognition, which 
confirmed the terms of the 1544 succession act and declared that Elizabeth was 
“rightlye, lynyallye and lawfully discended and come of the bloodd royall” of 
England.97 Unlike her sister, Elizabeth did not seek to overturn her bastardisation.98 
She also sidestepped repeated requests either to marry or to nominate an heir, 
despite fierce debate between the adherents of her cousins Mary, Queen of Scots, 
Lady Katherine Grey, and other claimants who traced their descent from Edward 
III.99 There were nevertheless further statutory developments touching the succes-
sion during Elizabeth’s long reign. The Treasons Act of 1571 ruled that anybody 
who made a bid for the throne during Elizabeth’s lifetime would forfeit their claim. 
This act also allowed Elizabeth to nominate a successor without first necessitating 
the failure of the direct line.100 The Act for the Queen’s Safety of 1585 also ruled 
that any person of royal blood implicated in an attempt to assassinate the Queen 
would “be excluded and disabled for ever” from the line of succession.101

The advent of female rule in both England and Scotland also triggered a polem-
ical contest in this period between opponents and defendants of regnant queenship, 
exemplified by the writings of the Scottish reformer John Knox and the English 
bishop John Aylmer. These writers rehearsed and expanded on arguments con-
cerning female succession which had first been put forward in the twelfth and 



“The very next blood of the King”  33

fifteenth centuries. Aylmer, recognising the historical example of Matilda and the 
lawfulness of her authority, defended a woman’s right to succeed to regal office 
as the true heir to her kingdom. In contrast, Knox denied the right of women to 
claim any office and accepted the Protestant Elizabeth solely as an instrument of 
God’s revealed providence.102 In the event, male succession was restored after the 
death of Elizabeth in March 1603. She was succeeded by her cousin James VI of 
Scotland, the son of Mary, Queen of Scots, in contravention of the terms of Henry 
VIII’s settlement. James was nevertheless recognised as being “lineallie justly and 
lawfullie next and sole Heire of the Blood Royall of this Realme”.103 The Tudor 
dynasty therefore ended much as it had begun, with the accession of a king who 
could trace a hereditary claim to the throne through his mother.

Conclusion

The remarkable endurance of the male line of succession meant that a woman did 
not wear the English crown until the mid-sixteenth century. Female succession 
had first been addressed four centuries earlier when Henry I designated his daugh-
ter Matilda as heir to the kingdom in the absence of a legitimate son. Although 
Henry caused the leading men of the realm to swear oaths of fealty to support his 
daughter’s accession, the throne was left open to usurpation by a male rival. The 
Treaty of Winchester in 1153 confirmed a woman’s ability to transmit a dynastic 
claim to a male heir, but this principle was not upheld again until the late thir-
teenth century, when Edward I declared that a woman might not only transmit a 
claim to her heirs, male or female, but also inherit the throne in her own right. In 
the face of potential dynastic conflict, Edward III instead sought to implement an 
English version of the Salic Law and exclude women from the line of succession 
altogether. By the early fifteenth century circumstances had changed again, and 
Henry IV recognised his sons and their heirs, male or female, as potential successors 
to his crown. The dynastic conflict of the Wars of the Roses highlighted further 
the importance of inheritance through the female line, beginning with the passage 
of the 1460 Act of Accord and culminating with the accession of Henry VII and 
his marriage to Elizabeth of York.

In the end it was the Henrician succession statutes of the 1530s and 1540s which 
effectively raised a woman to the English throne for the first time. The Tudor 
queens nevertheless possessed a parliamentary title which allowed them as illegiti-
mate daughters to succeed to the throne, although both asserted their hereditary 
right as the daughters of Henry VIII. Matrimonial provisions in their father’s will 
also placed conditions upon their eligibility to possess kingly office. It was not 
until the passage of the Act Concerning the Regal Power in 1554 that the right 
of a woman to claim the throne without any condition was finally established in 
English law. Focusing on this particular “dynastic problem” enables us to place in 
context wider developments in English succession law over a number of centuries, 
including the strengthening of the hereditary principle, the ability of a woman to 
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transmit a dynastic claim, and the Crown’s increasing reliance on parliamentary 
statute to settle the succession in periods of dynastic uncertainty. Most importantly, 
it can help us to explain how England was ruled for almost half a century by two 
women whose father had moved heaven and earth to leave his throne to a son.
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2
PORTUGAL, 1385

A people’s choice or coup d’état?

Isabel de Pina Baleiras

This chapter takes a fresh look at the political and social processes that in 1385 led 
João, Master of the Military Order of Avis, to the throne of Portugal via the method 
of acclamation at the assembly of the Cortes at Coimbra. João (1357–1433) was the 
son of King Pedro I of Portugal, though born out of wedlock and therefore an ille-
gitimate brother of King Fernando, who died in October 1383. After two years of 
social rebellion and war, the Master of Avis managed to overtake the claims of his 
niece, Beatriz, daughter of King Fernando and Queen Leonor Teles, and heiress of 
the throne, to become King João I of Portugal. How did that happen? Traditional 
sources assert that he was elevated to the throne through an electoral process at the 
Cortes (the Portuguese political body made up of representatives of the clergy, the 
nobility, and the commoners), but was he elected? Or acclaimed? Or both? Were 
there other candidates? Was it a democratic process or a coup d’état, or can we say 
it was a mixture of both?

For a helpful comparison, we can look to contemporary events in Castile, 
where the bastard son of Alfonso XI, Enrique of Trastámara, killed his brother, 
the legitimate King Pedro I, to become King Enrique II. In historical hindsight, 
we know that both João I of Portugal and Enrique II of Castile gave birth to new 
dynasties, Avis and Trastámara, but at the time, the legitimacy of their rule con-
tinued to be disputed by means of armed conflict, with nobles circulating between 
various kingdoms, offering their services to different kings, sometimes back and 
forth in rapid succession, according to the context of the war and their own per-
sonal interests. An analysis of some of these trans-national movements by the elites 
of the Iberian monarchies also helps us understand the forces that were at work in 
forging and maintaining new reigns and new reigning dynasties.

Diogo Lopes Pacheco is a paradigmatic example. A nobleman who first served 
King Pedro I of Portugal, he later clashed with his policies and fled to Castile; 
and although he was later pardoned and returned to Portugal, serving King 
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Fernando, Pacheco ended up returning to Castile to offer his sword to Enrique 
II in his war against Portugal once more. And yet, in June 1384, Pacheco, by 
now eighty years old, returned to Portugal to serve the Master of Avis. He was 
arrested by Castilians and later liberated thanks to a proposal of exchanging 
prisoners made by Avis, and thereafter served on the latter’s Council.1 There 
are many more examples of this mobility between Portugal and Castile, but also 
further afield, including activity as far away as England and Flanders, as we can 
see in the cases of the brothers of King Fernando, princes João and Dinis,2 and 
of the Galician nobleman Juan Fernández de Andeiro, whose importance will 
be discussed below.3

Before examining in detail the nature of the process by which King João 
obtained the throne of Portugal and his subsequent efforts to legitimise his 
actions, we should first look at the reign of King Fernando and in particular 
varying attitudes concerning the legitimacy of his daughter Princess Beatriz, 
and the main steps that led the Master of Avis to supplant her on the throne. 
To do so, this study will compare a range of important sources from the period, 
notably the chronicles of Fernão Lopes and Pero López de Ayala; scholarly stud-
ies, including Fuero Juzgo, Las Siete Partidas by Alfonso X, and Speculum Regum 
of Álvaro Pais; and archival documents from King Fernando’s chancellery, all 
within the context of comparative Portuguese and Spanish historiography.

The reign of Fernando of Portugal: marriage and wars

Fernando I was the legitimate son and heir of King Pedro I of Portugal and his wife 
Constanza Manuel, who died before her husband ascended to the throne. King 
Pedro, however, had other children from different women: his second wife, Inês 
de Castro, mother of João, Dinis, and Beatriz of Portugal; and Teresa Lourenço, 
mother of João, Master of Avis.

The reign of King Fernando lasted sixteen years (1367–83). It was a time of 
conflict, directly impacted by the events of the Hundred Years’ War between the 
kings of France and England (1337–1453) and the Great Schism (1378–1417). 
King Fernando fought three wars against Castile, which, along with a so-called 
“improper” marriage, led to the Kingdom’s economic ruin according to the 
chronicler Fernão Lopes (1380?–1460?). The King’s wife was Leonor Teles, who 
belonged to an important and well-established noble family, Teles de Meneses. 
But despite having kin relationships with both the Portuguese and Castilian 
royal houses, Leonor was not considered to be the most desirable wife for King 
Fernando. Her parents were not royal and she was already married to a royal vas-
sal, João Lourenço da Cunha, when she started her relationship with Fernando. 
Fernão Lopes states that Leonor was visiting her sister, Maria Teles, at court when 
the King was ensnared by her beauty. In spite of the displeasure of his relatives and 
popular opinion, he decided to marry her, asking the Pope for an annulment of 
her first marriage.4
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The wars against Castile (known to historians as the Fernandine Wars) began 
because King Fernando took up the challenge of contesting the succession to 
the Castilian crown. Pedro I of Castile, the legitimate son and heir of Alfonso 
XI, had been murdered by his illegitimate brother Enrique of Trastámara.5 
Pedro’s partisans decried this act and requested the aid of Fernando of Portugal, 
saying that many towns (Coruña, Carmona, Samora) would accept and approve 
enthusiastically his own candidature for the throne. Fernando was seen as a 
legitimate alternative since he had royal Castilian blood: through his grand-
mother, Beatriz of Castile, he was the great-grandson of Sancho IV of Castile; 
while through his mother, Constanza, he was the great-great-grandson of 
Fernando III of Castile (see Table 2.1).6

To fight Enrique II, and later his son Juan I, Fernando made military alli-
ances, first with Aragon in 1369/70, and later with England (1372, 1373, 1380).7 
The half-brothers of King Fernando—João, Dinis, and the Master of Avis—fought 
with him against Castile in the first war (1369–71), but in the second (1372–73), 

TABLE 2.1 Genealogy table for Portugal and Castile relevant to the succession of 1385

Fernando III, el Santo, of Castile

Manuel

Juan Manuel

Constança Manuel ∞ Pedro I of Portugal

Fernando of
Portugal

∞ Leonor Teles

Catalina of Lancaster ∞ Enrique III of Castile Fernando of
Antequera

King of Aragon

∞2°

Pedro I of Castile
♥ Maria of Padilla Enrique II ∞ Juana Manuel

 Beatriz of Castile
∞ Afonso IV
of Portugal

Fernando IV
of Castile

Sancho IV of Castile

Alfonso X

Maria of Portugal ∞ Alfonso XI ♥ Leonor of Gusman

Juan I of Castile
1°∞

Leonor of Aragon

Beatriz of Portugal

Constanza of Castile
∞ John of Gaunt,
Duke of Lancaster
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Dinis served in the armies of Enrique II of Castile against Portugal, because he 
disapproved of his brother’s marriage. Yet João and the Master of Avis stayed at 
Fernando’s side. However, in the third war (1381–82), only the Master of Avis 
remained loyal, because in the meantime João of Portugal had clashed with his 
brother King Fernando and his wife Leonor Teles. João had secretly married the 
Queen’s sister, Maria Teles, and then murdered her in order to marry his niece 
Beatriz, as a means of obtaining the crown for himself after Fernando’s death. João 
eventually realised that this plan was not accepted by the King and Queen, and he 
fled to Castile to fight with King Juan I.

The three peace treaties Fernando had to sign with Castile (1371, Treaty of 
Alcoutim; 1373, Treaty of Santarém; 1382, Treaty of Badajoz) forced the Portuguese 
king to establish royal marriages with his former enemy. Of course the most important 
bride on offer was the Infanta Beatriz, the only legitimate heiress of King Fernando. 
She was born on 1 March 1373, and from the moment of her birth became the 
most powerful pawn of her parents’ diplomatic business.8 Indeed, they planned five 
marriages in all for Beatriz, but only the last one materialised. At times when it was 
convenient for Portugal to establish peace and good relations with Castile, Beatriz’s 
bridegrooms were variously the sons of Enrique II or Juan I, and later Juan I himself. 
But when it became important to fight instead against Castile and improve relations 
with England, Beatriz’s betrothed was one of the grandsons of King Edward III.9

Beatriz of Portugal

After the Cortes of Leiria, November 1376, Beatriz, and her betrothed husband  
at the time, Fadrique (bastard son of King Enrique II of Castile) were sworn as heirs 
to the throne of Portugal, by the attending nobility and clergy, including notably 
the uncles of the Infanta, João of Portugal and João, Master of Avis.10 To better 
support this marriage and the status of his daughter, King Fernando had given her, 
on 24 and 25 March of the same year, an emancipation letter (as she was only three 
years old) and the concession of some Portuguese towns (which generated income 
from land and civil and criminal jurisdictions).11 Later, on 3 November 1379, King 
Fernando made another donation to Beatriz that basically re-granted the same ter-
ritories and powers given in 1376.12 Beatriz was now six years old and her father 
must have felt that her future was not well safeguarded. In fact, he would not live 
much longer, having suffered an attempted poisoning, possibly around 1378, yet 
never fully recovering his health. Maybe because of this, Fernando made his will 
on 28 August 1378, and included poisoning accusations aimed at his siblings Dinis 
and Beatriz (married since 1373 to Sancho of Castile, Count of Alburquerque, an 
illegitimate son of King Alfonso XI), both living in Castile at that time, as well as 
Enrique II of Castile and the previously noted nobleman Diogo Lopes Pacheco. 
The King was precise and stressed clearly that his three half-siblings, João, Dinis, 
and Beatriz had no right to inherit the crown after him. He claimed that they were 
illegitimate because his father, King Pedro I of Portugal, had never married their 
mother, Inês de Castro. Even if he had married her (as Pedro had stated), it was 
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not valid, as he had never obtained permission from the Pope to marry her, which 
would have been canonically necessary as they were relatives. Moreover, Dinis and 
Beatriz had encouraged the renewal of the war against Portugal, and because of this 
treason they did not deserve any rights to the succession. Fernando stipulated that if 
he had no other legitimate children before his death, the heir to the throne would 
be his daughter Beatriz and her descendants; and that if all of these died, Beatriz’s 
husband, Fadrique, should be king, provided that the marriage had already been 
consummated.13 Following the testament of 1378, King Fernando confiscated lands 
previously donated to Dinis and his sister Beatriz, and after the departure to Castile 
of his other brother João, probably in 1381, the King confiscated his lands as well.14

The status of Beatriz as heir to the throne was repeatedly stressed in for-
mal documents by the King and Queen. They made at least fifteen donations 
to nobles in their own name and in the name of their “legitimate daughter 
and heiress”.15 King Fernando also specifically named Queen Leonor Teles his 
“legitimate wife”. This anomaly is striking when noting that other kings before 
Fernando—Dinis I and Afonso IV—did not take the precaution of using the 
word “legitimate” when they named their queens and children in similar docu-
ments, at least those which are known to us.16 Nevertheless, Fernando continued 
to fear that the position of his wife and daughter was contested: Leonor Teles had 
never pleased the people because she had been married to a vassal before mar-
rying the King, and her opponents considered that her first marriage remained 
valid. The legitimacy of Beatriz’s birth was thus already being called into ques-
tion. The fragility of the position of Queen Leonor Teles and Infanta Beatriz, 
as well as the problem of the succession to the crown, seriously worried King 
Fernando. The Treaty of Salvaterra de Magos, signed on 2 April 1383, can be 
seen as a response to this concern.

Castile and Portugal were at peace, having signed the Treaty of Badajoz that 
ended the third war. King Juan I of Castile became a widower in the same year, 
and Fernando and his Council proposed that he should marry Princess Beatriz of 
Portugal.17 He accepted, and the marriage and future succession to the throne were 
regulated in the Treaty of Salvaterra de Magos. Beatriz would be the successor of 
King Fernando, and her husband, Juan I, would also be designated king, as long 
as the marriage was already consummated. To avoid the union of the two crowns, 
however, Queen Leonor Teles would be regent until a son or daughter of Beatriz 
became of sufficient age (fourteen years) to assume the crown. From that point, 
Juan I would no longer have the right to call himself king of Portugal.18

The formal betrothal ceremony of Beatriz and Juan I occurred twice, in 
Salvaterra de Magos on 30 April, and later in Elvas on 14 May. Meanwhile, King 
Fernando sent a letter to his chief vassals ordering them to swear obedience to 
the treaty and to the king of Castile. The Master of Avis was one of the vassals 
summoned, and he was present at the cathedral of Badajoz, where the wedding 
was celebrated on 17 May.19 At the end of summer, at the Cortes of Valladolid in 
Castile and at the Cortes of Santarém in Portugal, vassals of Castile and Portugal, 
respectively, swore to support Beatriz and Juan I as heirs to the Portuguese throne.



48 Isabel de Pina Baleiras

The regency of Queen Leonor Teles

Despite these assurances about the succession to the throne, as events unfolded, 
nothing happened as King Fernando wished. After his death on 22 October 1383, 
Leonor Teles took over the regency in the name of her daughter Beatriz, and 
received the citizens of Lisbon, who came to her demanding changes in the gov-
ernment of the realm: in a clear criticism of King Fernando’s reign, marked by 
wars, death, and destruction, they asked her to appoint only Portuguese officers, 
and to constitute her Council with citizens from Lisbon and other cities, alongside 
nobles and clerics. The Queen Regent agreed to respect these suggestions.20

But in spite of these harmonious beginnings, matters became complicated when 
the Regent ordered the acclamation of Beatriz as the new queen of Portugal. 
This practice originated in early Visigothic monarchy in the Iberian Peninsula 
and continued to be observed in the early centuries of the Portuguese monarchy; 
it consisted of acclaiming the new king as soon as the defunct king passed away.21 
Leonor Teles was therefore adhering to traditional practice, and respecting the 
terms of the Treaty of Salvaterra de Magos. Nevertheless, Beatriz’s rights were 
soon contested. In Lisbon, the people rejected Beatriz because she was married 
to the king of Castile, and they did not want to be ruled by Castilians, who were 
often compared to Moors because both were seen as enemies of Portuguese inde-
pendence: “Now Portugal is sold by donation, after so many heads and so much 
blood had been spent to conquer it from the Moors.”22 But while the people 
rejected Beatriz without presenting any solution, the noble Álvaro Peres de Castro 
suggested “whosoever deserves the kingdom will take it”.23 The chronicler Fernão 
Lopes clarifies that Castro was suggesting his two nephews, the princes João and 
Dinis, sons of King Pedro I and Inês de Castro, both still living in Castile. In 
Santarém, a similar scenario occurred: the people contested the acclamation of 
Beatriz, without presenting solutions, but in the Chronicle of D. Fernando an old 
woman again suggested Prince João.24 In Elvas, the contestation against Beatriz was 
repeated, but this time a local nobleman, Gil Fernandes, shouted simply “Portugal” 
as the solution.25

The Chronicle ends without naming the Master of Avis as a possible candidate 
to the throne. Until now, only his brothers João and Dinis were mentioned. In 
fact, already during the marriage negotiations for Beatriz, Juan I of Castile had 
warned King Fernando and Queen Leonor Teles that Prince João was very popular 
and would surely be preferred as king after Fernando instead of Beatriz. Perhaps 
because of this, Juan I ordered João’s arrest in Castile as soon as he heard of the 
death of his father-in-law and ally.26

The Master of Avis

When Lopes’ Chronicle of D. João I begins, prominent nobles and citizens of 
Lisbon—notably Álvaro Pais, chancellor of the late King27—conspire against the 
Regent’s chief advisor, the Galician nobleman Juan Fernández de Andeiro, who 
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had represented Portugal in negotiating the Treaty of Salvaterra de Magos. Andeiro 
had close contacts in both Castile and England and exercised a strong influence 
with the Regent. The nobility and citizens of Lisbon felt Andeiro’s influence 
did not give them space for their own goals and ambitions, and there were also 
rumours that he had been Leonor’s lover, possibly even the true father of Beatriz. 
So they tried to convince the Master of Avis—the only brother of King Fernando 
still living in Portugal—to murder him. Avis hesitated, fearing the reactions of the 
Regent and King Juan I, but Álvaro Pais promised him that he would have the 
support of the people of Lisbon. Avis finally consented and Pais commented that 
now he could see clearly “the difference between the sons of kings and the sons of 
other men”.28 From that moment it seems the idea of the Master of Avis becoming 
king was born, as pointed out by the historian Margarida Garcez Ventura.29

The murder of Andeiro by the Master of Avis occurred in the palace of the Regent 
in Lisbon (where Leonor Teles was living) on 6 December 1383.30 As promised, the 
people of Lisbon rushed to the palace when they heard Álvaro Pais and others shout-
ing that the Master was in danger of being killed. According to the Chronicle, they 
cried: “Let us run to the Master, friends, let us run to the Master, because he is the son 
of King Dom Pedro [. . .] let us approach the Master whom they want to kill without 
reason.” The people only calmed down when the Master appeared at a window.31

Fernão Lopes compared Lisbon to a widow and the Master of Avis to the new 
husband (king) she should acquire to preserve her safety and reputation.32 Lisbon 
was represented as the Kingdom as a whole, and so according to the myth being 
constructed by the chronicler of the Master of Avis, step by step, he was already 
king in all but name. Indeed a sense of predestination that the Master would 
become king had begun early, even during his father’s lifetime: in the Chronicle of 
D. Pedro I, Lopes reports a prophecy that this king heard several times about the 
ascension of a son named “João” to a very high position. He also dreamed once 
that the whole kingdom was collapsing in flames, and his son “João” was the one 
who saved it. King Pedro did not know which of his two sons named João was 
designated by this prophecy and the dream, but in spite of preferring the Infante 
João of Portugal, he had accepted whichever would be the choice of God.33

After the murder of Andeiro, other murders occurred, such as the bishop of 
Lisbon, who was killed by the people because he was Castilian and a loyal servant 
of the Regent. Violence took hold, such as the assault on the homes of rich Jews. 
People said the Jews had served King Fernando and that their fortunes should now 
finance the cause of the Master. By that time, the Master of Avis was already per-
ceived as king by the people, who felt that Prince João could not be king because 
he was under arrest in Castile and sooner or later would be killed. The Master of 
Avis therefore was the logical alternative: he was the only male member of the 
royal house living in the Kingdom, and was the son of King Pedro, “as much as 
the other [João]”.34 The Master of Avis ordered, in the name of the Regent, a stop 
to the assaults on Jewish homes, but the city officials issued this order in the name 
of the Master himself, and the people obeyed, and suggested again that they should 
“have this man as their lord, and acclaim him as king”.35
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Observing these events, Leonor Teles feared for her life, and decided to leave 
Lisbon and take refuge in her own village of Alenquer, looking for security and 
support. The Master of Avis on his part feared possible revenge by the Regent 
for Andeiro’s assassination, and the reaction of Juan I of Castile, to whom she had 
written requesting help.36 He prepared to go to England, but once again the peo-
ple of Lisbon intervened and asked him to stay. People wanted to acclaim him as 
regent; they offered their service and their wealth to help him protect them from 
their enemies, which, to them, were Leonor Teles, her supporters, and the king of 
Castile.37 But the Master still hesitated until his views were changed by Friar João 
da Barroca. Friar Barroca was Castilian and had lived in Jerusalem, until, just before 
the murder of Andeiro, he had a revelation that he should come to Portugal, where 
he soon became well known for his saintly life and his curative powers. Barroca 
told the Master that he should stay in Portugal because God would take pleasure 
in seeing him become king—him and his children.38 This is therefore another step 
in the mythic history surrounding the Master of Avis and the legitimation of his 
future royal dynasty.

On 13 December 1383, Juan I and Beatriz entered Portugal with a Castilian 
army to defend their succession rights. Nevertheless, the popular movement 
to promote the candidacy of the Master of Avis increased daily, and on 16 
December he was finally acclaimed “ruler and defender” of Portugal by citizens 
and other members of the public. The Portuguese kingdom entered an unusual 
period, with two regents commanding its destiny: Leonor Teles, who ruled 
according to the law, and the Master of Avis, whose power emerged—according to 
the legend created by the chroniclers—from the will of the people and the citi-
zens of Lisbon.39 To the historian José Mattoso, the nomination of the Master as 
Regent was an attack on the law and all the treaties that had been signed before 
by King Fernando.40

But despite his acclaim as regent, the Master of Avis was still not convinced that 
he should be the leader of Portugal’s fate. He believed that this mission belonged 
to his eldest half-brother, Prince João, imprisoned in Castile. He informed him of 
his intentions, but the Prince sent him the message that he was pleased with the 
appointment of the Master as regent, and in fact that he should be king of Portugal 
himself (probably hoping this would get him out of prison),41 and he ordered his 
vassals to serve the Master. This episode represents another confirmation—at least 
according to the chroniclers—that the rise of the Master of Avis as king of Portugal 
pleased not only the common people but also the great magnates, namely Prince 
João, the main favoured candidate for the throne of Portugal thus far.

Once the Queen knew of the nomination of the Master of Avis, she decided 
to leave Alenquer and go to Santarém, where she hoped to find even more safety, 
as this was one of the strongest cities of Portugal, where she and Fernando had 
spent long periods.42 When Juan I of Castile and Beatriz joined Leonor Teles in 
Santarém, he persuaded her to abdicate her position as regent in his favour, to 
ensure he could help her in recovering her honour and dignity. Leonor consented 
and abdicated her powers to him on 14 January 1384.43 Her political role ended 
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that day, and as far as it is known, she had no other political activity in Portugal.44 
Her daughter Beatriz never gave up her title of queen of Portugal, though she 
never actually occupied the throne.45

Sometime after the abdication of Leonor Teles as regent, the war between 
Castile and Portugal began (and would persist for the next half-century until a 
definitive peace was signed at Medina del Campo in 1431). The forces of the 
Master of Avis, with the support of Nuno Álvares Pereira, the chief commander of 
his military forces and later his Constable, achieved a series of victories, most nota-
bly the defence of the city of Lisbon against besieging Castilian forces. This success 
led to the Master of Avis being re-confirmed as regent of the Kingdom by leading 
nobles (such as Diogo Lopes Pacheco; Gonçalo Teles, the brother of Leonor; and 
Nuno Álvares Pereira, among others), by prominent citizens in Lisbon (2 October 
1384) and in other cities. Four days later, on 6 October, in Lisbon, this same 
group swore loyalty and paid homage to the Master, kissing his hand as a sign of 
recognition and submission to his authority. The chronicler Fernão Lopes adds that 
the Master, as a royal “love child”—once again emphasising his royal affiliation—
thanked the people for their support, especially the city of Lisbon.46

In Lopes’ narrative, at this moment, in the mentality of the people, the person 
of the Master of Avis concentrated within itself three important competencies 
that would legitimise his future political action: he was the son of a king; he had 
managed to avenge King Fernando’s honour by killing Leonor Teles’ supposed 
lover Andeiro; and he demonstrated ability in resisting the Castilian threat.47 
In fact, as he rode through Lisbon, the people followed him as a saviour. They 
offered him their wealth and were willing to fight in his service until death.48 His 
pathway to the throne was thus facilitated at the popular level.

The Cortes of Coimbra, 1385

Despite the strengthening of his position as ruler and defender of the Kingdom, the 
Master of Avis wanted to clarify in a more comprehensive and clear way his politi-
cal role in the Kingdom. He summoned the national assembly or Cortes to the city 
of Coimbra to deal mainly with this issue. It was the first time a Cortes had been 
summoned by someone who was not the king. His entry into the city of Coimbra 
recalled the usual royal entrances of kings. In fact, many ordinary people followed 
him from Lisbon all the way to Coimbra, beseeching him to protect them from the 
enemies of the realm. In his descriptions of these events, Fernão Lopes compares 
the Master of Avis to Moses, both chosen by God to free their people from slav-
ery, war, and unhappiness. In almost messianic symbolism, he has the children cry, 
“Portugal, Portugal for King João! In good time our king comes!”49

Thanks in part to the persuasive arguments of the jurist João das Regras (1357–1404), 
the Master was elected king of Portugal on 6 April 1385.50 Das Regras had been 
a supporter of the Master of Avis’ cause since its beginning and later served as his 
chancellor.51 He began his oration to the Cortes by stating that the throne had been 
empty since King Fernando’s death, and a solution was urgently needed to guarantee 
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justice and security in the Kingdom. Then, he presented the four possible candidates: 
Juan I of Castile; Beatriz, daughter of King Fernando; and João and Dinis, brothers of 
the late King. The party that supported Beatriz and Juan I of Castile’s aspirations does 
not seem to have been represented at this assembly or, at least, there is no evidence 
for it in the written chronicles. In contrast, it is clear that the princes João and Dinis 
could count on a degree of support from the assembled nobles.52

João das Regras continued by eliminating all of these candidates one by one. 
He started by alleging that King Juan I was a heretic and therefore incapable of 
succeeding because he followed the anti-pope Clement VII, and furthermore, had 
made war against Portugal; Beatriz was certainly illegitimate as her mother had 
slept with two men in the time before her birth (an indirect reference to Juan 
Fernández de Andeiro suspected of being Leonor Teles’ lover, according to Fernão 
Lopes, as mentioned above). Das Regras also brought out the old argument that 
Leonor Teles’ marriage to King Fernando had not been valid as she had been mar-
ried first to a vassal, nor had they obtained the proper documentation to conclude 
a legal marriage.53 Nor could João and Dinis be king as their father, King Pedro I, 
had never completed the process of formally legitimising their birth or his claimed 
marriage with their mother, Inês de Castro. Moreover, João and Dinis, like Juan I 
of Castile, had fought against Portugal, causing damage and destruction.54

Finally, João das Regras presented the Master of Avis as the better and indeed 
the only choice: he was King Pedro’s son; he had fought bravely with his people in 
resisting the Castilian siege of Lisbon; he had been very generous to those who had 
helped him, noble or not; and he followed the true pope, Urban VI. The Master 
of Avis appreciated this proposal, but rejected it, due to his illegitimate birth (his 
father King Pedro had never married his mother Teresa Lourenço). He was also 
bound by the ecclesiastic vows he had taken, as head of a religious order of knight-
hood, the Order of Avis. Nevertheless, these were not considered insurmountable 
obstacles, and important Portuguese clerics offered to intercede with Urban VI 
to provide the necessary dispensations. Therefore the Master of Avis accepted the 
challenge and was acclaimed King João I of Portugal.55

A closer look at the Cortes of Coimbra and the 
enthronement of João I

We can identify the key steps that preceded and prepared the Master of Avis’ 
election to the throne of Portugal: the murder of Juan Fernández de Andeiro and 
the clear support of the people for him as their lord and later as their desired king; 
his proclamation, twice, as ruler and defender of the Kingdom, and the support 
received from Prince João; his part in the defence of Lisbon under Castilian siege; 
his demonstration of military skill in the conquest of some Castilian towns; and 
his attribution of generous benefits to those who were on his side.56 With all these 
victories, God seemed to be in his favour, as Fernão Lopes states in the Chronicle of 
D. João I, in constructing the mythical narrative around him. Moreover, João was 
seen as a friend of the true Church of Rome and a necessary champion to defeat 
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the Castilian enemy that was allied to the anti-pope in Avignon. João’s rise was 
supported, moreover, by the leading citizens of Lisbon such as Chancellor Álvaro 
Pais, who had convinced the Master of Avis to murder Andeiro and brought with 
him the support of the people of Lisbon due to his prestigious background,57 and 
by prominent nobles like Nuno Álvares Pereira, who led the Master’s armies to 
victory in the war against Castile.

It can be said, therefore, that the climate was favourable for choosing the Master 
of Avis for the throne of Portugal. It was likely that he would have been chosen 
anyway by his supporters (the people, citizens, jurists, some nobles and clerics), but 
he needed to make certain this decision was legitimised. Thus a Cortes was con-
vened. As remarked by Maria Helena da Cruz Coelho—a leading biographer of 
João I—the Cortes of Coimbra was essential for legalising the decision of choosing 
the Master of Avis as king and to overcome the two main obstacles noted above: 
his previously sworn religious vows and his illegitimate birth. However, it took 
time to obtain the necessary dispensations from the Pope. Only in 1391 did Pope 
Boniface IX send these documents, releasing him from religious orders, on the 
assumption that João I would be faithful to Rome and would combat enemies that 
threatened the Church in Portugal.58

To fully understand this situation, it is important to consider whether or not 
an election of a king was a legitimate form of royal selection. The Visigoths, the 
former Germanic rulers in the Iberian Peninsula, based possession of the crown 
mostly on election or usurpation. The latter of these existed but was not desirable: 
seizing the throne while a king was still alive (even with the support of clerics) was 
clearly condemned through excommunication.59 The Visigothic code Fuero Juzgo, 
probably written in Latin in the seventh century and first published in Castilian in 
the thirteenth century, prescribes that the person who would be king should have 
a good lineage descending from Visigothic stock; he should be noble, pious, and 
well mannered; and he should be elected by councils composed of bishops, prestig-
ious nobles, and representatives of the people. But before receiving the kingdom, 
a king should swear that he would rule for the welfare of the people and in God’s 
name.60 In fact, the Visigoths, who were already influenced by the Roman culture 
that prevailed in the Iberian Peninsula before their invasion, believed, like them, 
that it was God who gave authority to the king, as well as the people for him to 
rule over.61 The Fuero Juzgo also states that patrimony received by the king from 
his relatives and friends, or whatever he possessed before becoming king, should be 
passed on to his children and natural heirs; but whatever patrimony he conquered 
after becoming king could belong to whomever he designated; in other words, his 
successor. The code further underlines that these acquisitions should really be left 
to the kingdom, and that the king should not keep them for himself. The right of 
inheriting a throne seems to have been unknown to the Visigoths, although the 
king’s chosen successor may well have been his son. However, this choice was 
always confirmed by representative councils of varying types.62

With time, Roman law was increasingly observed, as attested by the idea 
that the power of the sovereign (the emperor for the Romans, the king for the 
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Germanic peoples) had a divine origin and its transmission should be done through 
inheritance. This transmission through inheritance also stressed the Roman idea 
that kingdoms were considered the personal property of kings. These theories, 
already followed in practice, were later formalised through legal codes, such as 
those in Las Siete Partidas, a compilation of laws commissioned by King Alfonso X 
of Castile in the mid-thirteenth century.63 This code explains that kings must have 
castles, fortresses, and harbours, because the safety of the kingdom is in their hands. 
They should have great power because kings receive their kingdoms through 
inheritance, and so after their deaths they could, and should, leave it to their heirs, 
unlike emperors who could not do this because they were elected.64 However, 
these practices displeased the people and the Church. In fact, King Fernando was 
criticised in the Cortes for distributing many Portuguese crown territories to the 
nobles, instead of granting them from his own patrimony, as previous kings had 
done.65 The Castilian Bishop of Silves, Álvaro Pais (1275?–1349), who wrote 
Speculum Regum (1341–44) as an homage to King Alfonso XI (a book intended to 
guide the rule of kings according to Christian precepts), also stated that kings were 
only the caretakers of their kingdoms, not their owners (as noted in Visigothic 
law66), and so they should refrain from making donations to the nobility as if the 
crown lands were theirs to distribute.67 In fact, these changes were contentious: the 
transmission of the crown through inheritance probably also displeased the nobles 
because they lost the possibility of being chosen as kings themselves, which the 
Visigothic election principle had offered. Clerics, on the other hand, would have 
been pleased, because hereditary succession and a divine origin for kingly power sat 
well together, and reinforced the position of the Church within politics.68

The ideas from Roman and Visigothic codes persisted in the Iberian Peninsula 
throughout the period of Muslim domination, the Christian Reconquista, and the 
foundation of Christian kingdoms like Leon, Castile, and Portugal.69 In Portugal, 
under the first royal dynasty, the crown was mostly transmitted from father to son; 
the successor would be sworn in and confirmed by the Cortes, which recalls the 
practice of the Visigothic councils, but can also be seen as a passage from the elec-
tion principle to an idea of hereditary dynastic succession.70

The transmission of the divine power to kings could occur through differ-
ent ways, according to medieval doctrine: directly from God to king, as King 
Fernando believed,71 or though mediators, which could be either the pope or the 
people. Fuero Juzgo and Las Siete Partidas sustained different positions. According 
to the first code, kings were elected but needed to be sacralised by clerics, which 
means that sacerdotium (ecclesiastic power) preceded imperium (temporal power).72 
Speculum Regum also insists that bishops should be those who transmit divine power 
to kings through sacralisation, even though they have inherited the crown.73 Las 
Siete Partidas, following Roman law, asserted instead that the sovereign ruler’s 
divine power had its origin in the will of the people, even when a king ascended 
the throne by inheritance. Consequently a pact would be established between king 
and people, obliging the former to act for the good of the latter, and if he did not 
do so, the pact ceased and he could be rejected.74 In a similar manner, the Fuero 
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Juzgo argued that a king should be excommunicated and removed from the throne 
if he ruled without dignity.75 The pact also ceased if the crown became vacant, 
without any legitimate heirs of the last king. In this case, power returned to the 
people, giving them the right to choose a new king. This was the position sus-
tained by João das Regras at the Cortes of Coimbra: there were several candidates, 
but none was legitimate.76

This idea of a political contract between ruler and ruled has appeared frequently 
in the writings of various medieval thinkers, from Marsilius of Padua to William 
of Ockham,77 and was now repeated in the Portuguese context by Bishop Álvaro 
Pais. In fact, in spite of the sacralisation of the power of the king mentioned 
above, Speculum Regum also maintained that there was also a pact of friendship 
between the monarch and the multitudes to be respected; but if the king broke 
it through tyrannical behaviour, the people could expel him, as the Romans did 
to King Tarquinius Superbus.78 Later, Infante Pedro (1392–1449), one of the sons 
of João I of Portugal, underlined the same idea in his Livro da Vertuosa Benfeytoria 
(1418?–1431?): should the monarchical pact be broken, the people would have 
the right to elect a new prince.79 This position was not expressed by Fernão Lopes 
regarding the crisis of 1385; however, he did stress several times that the reign of 
King Fernando had been marked by wars and destruction and a new government 
policy was therefore desired.80 Philosophers as far back as Aristotle had articulated 
the principle of a governing pact, adding that the people should only decide about 
general public business, leaving important political activity to distinguished citizens 
due to their higher social and cultural status.81 This is precisely what João I consid-
ered when creating his government.

In the thirteenth century, Alfonso X of Castile, in the legal code Las Siete 
Partidas, enumerated four ways to acquire a kingdom legitimately and be named its 
king: the first was the inheritance of a kingdom by the firstborn son of a monarch 
or by one of his closest relatives; the second consisted of being chosen king by the 
community if no relatives of the deceased king survived; the third would occur 
by marrying a woman who was heiress of the crown; and the fourth depended on 
the pope’s authorisation, though this only related to territories directly under papal 
feudal jurisdiction, such as the Kingdom of Naples.82

As pointed out above, medieval doctrine declared that a monarch’s power had 
a divine origin. “Vicarios de Dios son los reyes de cada uno en su reyno” (kings 
are vicars of God, each in his own kingdom), affirmed Alfonso X. He explained 
that the king was the head, and the kingdom was the body that obeyed the head.83 
This was necessary for ensuring peace and justice. Bishop Pais also sustained that 
kings were essential for the care of their people and to lead them towards the 
Heavenly Kingdom. Monarchs were ministers of God, but their power was deliv-
ered to them through the Church, who could therefore interfere in the election of 
a king.84 This point of view was expressed at the Cortes in Coimbra and increas-
ingly dominant after the decisive victory of the forces supporting the Master of 
Avis over those of Juan of Castile at Aljubarrota in August 1385, signifying to the 
Portuguese clergy divine favour for his cause. As mentioned before, the Cortes 
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asked the Master to accept their invitation and he initially rejected it, because 
of his illegitimate birth and the sacred vows he had made. But prelates promised 
promptly to address the Pope, in order to overcome these impediments, and so he 
reconsidered. The Master of Avis was then able to say that he would accept the 
throne only because the Pope had consented, indicating that it was God’s will.85 
In fact, as Margarida Garcez Ventura notes, as expressed in the chronicle of Fernão 
Lopes, it was clear that the fate of the Master did not depend on men but on God 
alone.86 The approval of the Church was therefore essential in the legitimisation of 
a king’s power, and in this case was certainly relevant in supporting the Master of 
Avis against Beatriz, the legitimate heir.

Last but not least, the state of necessity—considering in what state the Kingdom 
had emerged after a series of brutal wars—superseded patterns of traditional inher-
itance regarding the crown. This principle justified why the Cortes had proclaimed 
the Master of Avis as king of Portugal before formally receiving the Pope’s confir-
mation, as the legal scholar Marcelo Caetano underlines.87 This principle too had 
already emerged in the Partidas, which states that everything survives in nature 
except man, who needs to have a regulator (a king) to protect him from injustice 
and war.88 If the Master of Avis would not accept the Portuguese crown, it was 
reckoned, the Kingdom would likely be delivered into the hands of the Castilian 
heretic enemy, and chaos and perdition would follow.

Based on these three predicating factors—the will of the people inscribed in the 
contract between ruler and ruled, a king’s divine power, and the state of emer-
gency in a particular kingdom—the process of electing a king was legitimate, as 
João das Regras successfully argued before the assembled Cortes at Coimbra when 
proposing the Master of Avis.

But was João I’s elevation to kingship based on a democratic ideal, or more sim-
ply a coup d’état? João das Regras centred his argumentation on the principle that 
there was no legitimate heir to the throne. Consequently, the throne was vacant 
and the Cortes had the right to choose whomever they wanted.89 According to 
the jurisconsults, when a dynasty is extinguished, the rules of succession or elec-
tion of the new king should be based on the principle jure sanguinis and not in the 
principle jure hereditas.90 Yet, the Portuguese throne was not in fact vacant. There 
was a legitimate heir: Beatriz, the daughter of King Fernando and Queen Leonor 
Teles. Nevertheless, due to the particular circumstances of 1385, she was declared 
illegitimate at the Cortes of Coimbra, in a time when it was often easy to declare 
marriages illegitimate that had previously been considered legitimate (for example, 
it was common to make use of an absence of documents proving papal dispensation 
for marriages between relatives). In consequence, legitimate children of such mar-
riages would become bastards overnight, a political strategy frequently employed 
in this period.91

In this case, Leonor Teles was undeniably married when she and Fernando 
initiated their physical relationship. She and her first husband, João Lourenço da 
Cunha, most likely had obtained papal dispensation for their marriage due to their 
close consanguinity. Yet King Fernando’s request for an annulment of Leonor’s 
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f irst marriage was based on the non-existence of such a document, and the Pope 
consented. In 1372 Fernando and Leonor married in a “public manner”, in the 
presence of members of the high nobility and clergy. The ceremony took place 
at the church of Leça do Balio, significantly, as it was the headquarters of the 
Military Order of the Knights Hospitaller, to whom Fernando had given several 
privileges, thus buying their support in the war.92 In return, this important and 
prestigious religious order signalled their approval of this marriage by permitting 
the use of their church. The marriage was not contested by the court, except by 
Dinis, brother of the King.

João das Regras later asserted in his oration at Coimbra that Leonor Teles was 
an adulterous wife, referring to the alleged affair with Juan Fernández de Andeiro 
(though not mentioning his name), but it is important to underline that the chroni-
cler Fernão Lopes is the only contemporary source who makes this accusation in a 
written history. Neither López de Ayala (1332–1407)—whose writings were more 
contemporary to Leonor Teles and was himself an eyewitness of many events93—
nor Jean Froissart (1337–1404?)—one of the chief international chroniclers of the 
period—or indeed the Chronica do Condestabre de Portugal Don Nuno Álvarez Pereira 
(Chronicle of the Constable of Portugal Nuno Álvares Pereira) whose protagonist 
was a close companion of the Master of Avis, ever said a word on this subject. 
However, if we accept Lopes’ version, Leonor Teles’ affair with Juan Fernández 
de Andeiro only began around 1380, while the diplomat was in Portugal negotiat-
ing details for English military assistance for the third Fernandine War. There is  
no reference to this eventual love affair before that time, as pointed out by the  
sixteenth-century chronicler Duarte Nunes de Leão.94 In consequence, as Beatriz 
was born in 1373, a year after Leonor and King Fernando’s marriage, it seems safe to 
conclude that she was really their legitimate daughter. But, as pointed out recently 
by Maria José Pimenta Ferro, Leonor’s beauty, strong character, and passion for 
power were not aligned with the medieval ideal for queen-consorts, based on moral 
virtues and apolitical behaviour. Furthermore, this negative image was subsequently 
useful to the Avis dynasty’s publicity strategies for improving perceptions of legiti-
macy surrounding the ascension of their founder, the bastard-born João I.95

As many researchers have remarked, Fernão Lopes was employed by the Avis 
dynasty to write their history.96 He was invited by King Duarte (João I’s son) in 
about 1418/19 to write about his father’s reign as well as about the realm in his 
ancestors’ lifetime. He could not therefore displease his employer. It was important 
for João I and his descendants to legitimise their illegitimate dynasty. In order to 
achieve that goal, the defamation of the predecessors would be a benefit and would 
help validate their occupation of the throne. As a result, the people would see the 
Avis dynasty as redeemers of public morality and order. The new dynasty would be 
honest and able to free Portugal from its interminable Castilian wars.

As a point of comparison, we can see that the same scenario occurred in Castile 
concerning the succession of the Trastámara dynasty. These events began in 1366, 
when Infante Enrique of Castile, brother of Pedro I, the legitimate king, proclaimed 
himself as king of Castile in Burgos (1366), followed by a civil war between the two 
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brothers and finally the murder of Pedro by Enrique in 1369. According to Pero 
López de Ayala’s chronicle, Enrique II made it known publicly that he was acting 
to save Castile from cruelty. Pedro I had been a violent tyrant: he abused other peo-
ple’s wives, extorted ecclesiastical rents, misappropriated papal and episcopal rights, 
and executed many important nobles, both men and women, including his wife 
Blanche de Bourbon, his aunt Leonor of Aragon, three of his brothers—Fadrique, 
Juan, and Pedro—and his cousin Juan of Aragon, among others.97 Worst of all, he 
was accused of protecting the enemies of Christ, by giving money and jobs to Jews 
and Moors (as King Fernando and Leonor Teles had done, incidentally98). General 
opinion was that Pedro deserved to be deposed, and that his murder was God’s 
sentence. In contrast, although Enrique was born illegitimate, he was performing 
God’s will, and he was acting as a divine instrument to relieve Castile from disas-
ter, blasphemy, and violence. The later official image of the Trastámara dynasty, 
especially the reign of Enrique II, was based on this ideology.99 Enrique II himself 
used these arguments to gain the admiration of nobles, clergy, and merchants alike. 
His war against Pedro was portrayed as a crusade, with the support of the high 
clergy and the nobility. Yet more prosaically, both of these groups saw in Enrique 
an opportunity for recovering rents and positions they had lost during the crises of 
the earlier fourteenth century. They wanted to consolidate their feudal status and 
Enrique re-assured them, generously distributing wealth and privileges.100 We see 
the same behaviour in the rule of João I of Portugal, later in the century.

It is pertinent at this point to compare the contributions of the two chroniclers, 
Fernão Lopes and Pero López de Ayala, whose works were central in establishing 
the legitimacy of the Avis and Trastámara dynasties respectively. After all, it was 
mainly through them that later historians have viewed and interpreted what hap-
pened in this peculiar and instable period. The historian César Olivera Serrano, for 
example, considered that Avis legitimacy was constructed entirely on desecrating 
the memory of the Infanta Beatriz. As pointed out above, the decisive battle of 
Aljubarrota over Castile in August 1385 gave victory to the Master of Avis over 
his rivals. From this point onwards, Beatriz was forgotten by Fernão Lopes in 
his chronicles.101 In stark contrast, the Castilian chronicler Pero López de Ayala 
continued to refer to Beatriz in his texts, because to Castilians she represented the 
legitimacy of Juan I’s continued pursuit of the Portuguese crown. Further to this, 
it is important to observe how these two chroniclers subsequently changed their 
roles.102 During Fernando’s reign, Fernão Lopes noted that Beatriz was the main 
currency in all discussions regarding the succession in all of the diplomatic treaties 
her father made. Now, during João I’s reign, she was ignored by the Portuguese 
chronicler, as a potential reminder of the Avis dynasty’s illegitimacy. But to Castile, 
through López de Ayala’s voice, she represented Castile’s last hope for claiming 
the crown of Portugal, and was also crucial in helping to consolidate the erasing 
in public memory of the Trastámara dynasty’s own bastard origins. The marriage 
of Juan I and Beatriz had helped to bring royal dignity to this dynasty because she 
was a legitimate daughter of a legitimate king. In fact, the Treaty of Salvaterra de 
Magos, which regulated the terms of this marriage, envisioned a future in which 
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Juan I and his descendants would inherit the crown of Portugal if King Fernando 
died with no other descendants besides those of Beatriz. Through this assumption, 
a legitimate king like Fernando accepted the idea of a union of his crown with the 
crown of Castile, in the process obliterating the memory of the illegitimate origins 
of the Trastámara dynasty.103 In a fascinating twist of history, the same fact thus 
had two different readings, namely that Beatriz’s dynastic rights were essential to 
Castile’s pretentions and for the Trastámara dynasty’s consolidation as a legitimate 
royal house, while at the same time they challenged the Avis dynasty’s assertions 
of the same in Portugal.

Both Enrique II of Castile and João I of Portugal used propaganda to jus-
tify their actions and legitimise their new dynasties in the public eye. They 
presented themselves as redeemers of lost causes. God was said to have chosen 
them to save their kingdoms from ruin.104 In the long-term judgement of their 
reigns, their chroniclers argued, the means by which they took their thrones was  
not significant; they were good kings, and Pedro and Fernando had been bad 
ones. By their misconduct—notably violence, marital improprieties, and related 
corruption—they caused their people to suffer through multiple wars, destruction, 
and death. For this reason, the Speculum Regum of Álvaro Pais would certainly 
have approved that both Pedro I and the Infanta Beatriz should be expelled 
from rulership positions, underlining an idea that bad kings’ heirs should not 
inherit the crown as they were also affected by their parents’ sins.105 This theory 
was convenient for the campaign that put the Master of Avis in the throne of 
Portugal and dismissed the legitimate Beatriz.

In conclusion, there are similarities between the transformational events that 
gave birth to and legitimised the Avis and Trastámara dynasties in fourteenth-
century Iberia. Their founders were both illegitimate offspring of royalty, and 
both engineered a coup d’état to occupy the throne. Their legitimisation was sanc-
tioned in diverse ways and periods. In Castile, the marriage in 1388 of Enrique 
III, son and heir of Juan I, with Catalina de Lancaster, grand-daughter on her 
mother’s side of the murdered King Pedro, contributed to the legitimisation of 
the Trastámara dynasty, because it represented the union of two royal lineages of 
Castile: Catalina descended from one legitimate king, Pedro I, her father, while 
Enrique III descended from another, Fernando III of Castile, through his grand-
mother, Queen Joana Manuel (see Table 2.1). In Portugal, the marriage in 1387 of 
João I to Philippa of Lancaster, a grand-daughter of the king of England, Edward 
III, also contributed to the international recognition of the new Avis dynasty. 
In addition, any suspected ambitions for the throne for the Master of Avis were 
disguised by the apparent mise-en-scène that took place at the Cortes of Coimbra, 
which was later sanctioned by the Pope. What happened there in part was a result 
of the combined factors of the leadership of Álvaro Pais, the oratory skill of João das 
Regras, and the military successes of Nuno Álvares Pereira. But can the principle 
of choosing a king and denying the legitimate heir be seen as an attempt at a demo-
cratic process or a coup d’état? The question is based on whether or not Beatriz was 
considered to be the legitimate heir. Apart from the evidence for the legitimacy of 
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her parents’ marriage explained above, the most compelling argument in favour of 
her legitimacy came at the Cortes of Leiria of 1376, when Beatriz was three years 
old, where all of the assembled nobles, including the Master of Avis and Infante 
João of Portugal, recognised and swore oaths upholding Beatriz as the legitimate 
heir to the throne. All of the subsequent marriage contracts that her parents estab-
lished for their daughter repeated that same status. When Beatriz was ten years 
old—at all the stages of her betrothal and marriage to King Juan I, at Salvaterra de 
Magos, Elvas, and Badajoz—all the main Portuguese nobles were in attendance 
(the Master of Avis included) and swore later, at the Cortes of Valladolid and the 
Cortes of Santarém, that Beatriz would be the future queen of Portugal. It seems 
safe to state that what happened in 1385 was a coup d’état because the throne was 
not empty, a legitimate heir did exist, and that the Master of Avis in fact discarded 
Beatriz’s previously recognised rights to the crown.

To ask a further question, was João I really elected? The historian Alfredo 
Pimenta (1882–1950) stated that the Cortes of Coimbra did not elect João as king 
but only confirmed his right to it. Another historian, Sérgio da Sousa Pinto (1915–70), 
affirmed that there had been a conditional election, but Marcelo Caetano and 
Martim de Albuquerque, a contemporary doctor of law who studied political 
power in the Portuguese Renaissance, argued that it is correct to accept that there 
was indeed an election, as it was written in the Auto (the official acts) of the 
Cortes, and as the Master of Avis corroborated, by saying that he did not receive 
the crown through inheritance, but ex novo (as a new thing).106 The historian 
Humberto Baquero Moreno also underlined this position, but remarked that this 
question is unclear.107 Yet, Paulo Merêa (1889–1977), who studied the acclamation 
of Portuguese kings up to the fifteenth century, sustained that the word “election” 
does not necessarily imply an election in the usual sense, but may rather be the 
simple ratification of the rights of the new king, representing as such a derivation 
or survival of the primitive idea of choosing a king by the nation.108

The words “election” and “elected” (emlliçom and enlegido) were used by Fernão 
Lopes while reporting the choice made at the Cortes of Coimbra of the Master 
of Avis as king. The above-mentioned Auto of these Cortes also used the word 
“election” (emliçom/Jnliçom/enliçom) in recording this ceremony, and the verbs “we 
nominate, we choose, we take” (nomeamos escolhemos tomamos) to indicate that they 
received the Master of Avis as king.109 Indeed, it is not clear that a formal election 
had been made in the modern sense, since it does not appear that they took any 
kind of official vote: the chronicler maintains that the magnates and the com-
mons agreed unanimously to promote the Master of Avis to the dignity of king; 
but they also agreed to stop anyone else from arguing against their decision.110 
Therefore, the Master of Avis was not elected but imposed and proclaimed, and 
what happened at the Cortes of Coimbra cannot be described as a democratic 
process because the assembly silenced any opposition. We see this explicitly in the 
actions of the military commander, Nuno Álvares Pereira, when he threatened 
with violence members of the noble house of da Cunha, supporters of the alternate 
choice of the princes João and Dinis.111
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One of the principles used to support the choice of the Master of Avis was his 
royal lineage, as son of a king. The principle of heredity was thus not excluded 
from this process, and was necessary to more confidently legitimise the decision. 
The Master of Avis’ rise to the crown was exceptional in the Portuguese monar-
chy and was enforced by a legal argument that combined the ancient idea of the 
election of kings with the newer principle of hereditary succession. Yet, the need 
to be accepted and recognised drove King João I to support popular mediation: 
he convened more representative assemblies during his reign of forty-eight years 
than most monarchs, and his government incorporated all social groups: one 
prelate, two nobles, three jurists, and one urban official. In fact, King João I did 
just what Aristotle recommended: he created a corporative government by shar-
ing his power with those he most trusted.112 Regarding the egalitarian nature of 
his reign, Fernão Lopes wrote that King João I created a “Seventh Age” on Earth 
(reflecting the idea that God had created a Seventh Age in Heaven, Paradise for 
the eternal rest of souls), because a new world was born with him: people of low 
status were rewarded for their work and loyalty and received titles of nobility, 
giving rise to a new generation of nobles.113 Even though this was done to better 
support his kingly power, Lopes claims that King João I opened a door to what, 
today, can be seen as a democratic distribution of political and social power by 
rewarding merit over birth.

João I’s acclamation as king of Portugal was theoretically well supported by 
ancient and medieval political doctrines, as argued by João himself, his sons, and 
jurists like João das Regras. The support of the people for his cause reinforced 
clearly his position but does not erase the idea that he was risen to kingship 
through a coup d’état. In addition, painful memories of the previous reign, marked 
by continual wars against Castile, also helped him ascend to power. Beatriz sym-
bolised this past and the Portuguese current enemy, the king of Castile to whom 
she was married. In the context of the ideas and events of 1385, she was a victim 
of circumstances and João I the beneficiary who learned how to manipulate them 
in his favour.

Notes

 1 On Diogo Lopes Pacheco, see: Instituto dos Arquivos Nacionais/Torre do Tombo 
[henceforth IAN/TT], Chancelaria de D. Fernando, book 1, fols 2–2v, 66–66v; Fernão 
Lopes, Crónica de D. Fernando (Lisbon: Imprensa Nacional–Casa da Moeda, 1975), chap-
ters [chs.] LIII, LXVI, LXX, LXXII, LXXX; and Fernão Lopes, Crónica de D. João I, vols. 
I, II (Porto: Livraria Civilização, not dated.), vol. I, chs. 116, 154; vol. II, chs. 21, 98.

 2 On the Infant Dinis of Portugal: Lopes, D. Fernando, chs. XXXVI, LIX, LXVI, LXXI, 
LXVIII; Pero López de Ayala, “Crónica del Rey Don Enrique, Segundo de Castilla”, in 
Crónicas de los Reyes de Castilla, desde don Alfonso el Sabio, hasta los Católicos don Fernando 
y doña Isabel (Madrid: Ediciones Atlas, 1953), vol. II, year 1372, chs. III, V, 41, 44; Léon 
Mirot, “Les mésaventures d’un prince portugais au XIVème siècle”, in Revue des Études 
Historiques (Paris: Librairie Alphonse Picard et Fils, 1911), 134, 138–49. And on the 
Infant João of Portugal: Lopes, D. Fernando, chs. XXXVI, CVI, CXX; Pero López de 
Ayala, “Crónica del Rey Don Juan, Primero de Castilla é de Leon”, in Crónicas de los 
Reyes de Castilla, vol. II, year 1381, ch. IV; year 1386, ch. IV.



62 Isabel de Pina Baleiras

 3 For Juan Fernández de Andeiro, see: Lopes, D. Fernando, chs. XXX, CXV, CLVII–CLVIII, 
CLXI.

 4 Lopes, D. Fernando, chs. LVII, LX, LXII.
 5 Pero López de Ayala, “Crónica del Rey Don Pedro, fijo del Rey Don Alfonso, onceno 

de este nombre en Castilla”, in Crónicas de los Reyes de Castilla, vol. I, 590–93.
 6 Lopes, D. Fernando, chs. XXV, XXX; López de Ayala, “Rey Don Enrique”, vol. II, 3.
 7 In these last alliances, Fernando was no longer fighting to obtain the Castilian throne, 

as this was now claimed by the English Duke of Lancaster (the son of King Edward III) 
and his wife Constanza (daughter of the assassinated Pedro I of Castile). But Fernando 
continued the war, now with the aim of defeating Castile and increasing commer-
cial relations with England. Those connections were indeed improved, as Peter Russel 
confirms, but Castile was not conquered. Peter Russell, “João Fernandes Andeiro at 
the Court of John of Lancaster, 1371–1381”, in Revista da Universidade de Coimbra 
(Coimbra: Imprensa Académica,1938), vol. XIV, 12.

 8 “Contrato de casamento de João I de Castela com D. Beatriz”, Archivo General de 
Simancas [henceforth AGS], Patronato Real [PR], leg. 47, fol. 46, in Salvador Dias 
Arnaut, ed., “A Crise Nacional dos Fins do século XIV, vol. I, A sucessão de D. 
Fernando” (PhD diss., Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de Coimbra, Instituto de 
Estudos Históricos Vasconcelos, 1960), doc. 26, p. 357; Lopes, D. Fernando, 362.

 9 The five marriages planned for Beatriz were as follows: (1) Fadrique, duke of 
Benavente (six years old) when Beatriz was only days or months old, and again 
when she was three, by the Treaty of Santarém (19 March 1373); the Cortes of Leiria 
(24 November 1376); and the Treaty of Córdoba (9 January 1377) [see “Tractos de 
Casamiento entre don fadrique hijo del rey don enrrique segundo de Castilla y doña 
beatriz hija primogénita del rey don fernando de Portugal, ano de la hera de cesar 
1414 y 15 que es del nascimiento de christo 1376 y 77”, in AGS, PR, Leg. 47, fols. 1, 
5, 9, in Arnaut, ed., “Crise Nacional”, doc. 1; López de Ayala, “Crónica Rey Enrique”, 
vol. II, 17; and Lopes, D. Fernando, ch. XCVI]; (2) Prince Enrique of Castile (seven 
months), when Beatriz was seven years old, by the Treaty of Portalegre (21 May 1380) 
[Lopes, D. Fernando, chs. CX–CXII; “Trauto de casamento fecto antre elRey dom 
fernamdo Rey destes Regnos da portogal E elRey dom Ioham Rey de Castela com 
o Ifamte dom amrrique filho do dito senhor Rey dom Ihom de castela E a Ifante 
dona briatiz filha do dito senhor Rey dom fernamdo Rey de portogal”, in IAN/TT, 
gav. 17, m. 6, no 11, in Arnaut, ed., “Crise Nacional”, doc. 8]; (3) Prince Edward of 
England (six years old) when Beatriz was eight, agreed in Estremoz (15 July 1380), 
with a betrothal in Braga (19 August 1381) [Lopes, D. Fernando, chs. CXV, CXXVIII, 
CXXX]; (4) Prince Fernando of Castile (two years old) and Beatriz (age nine) by 
the Treaty of Badajoz (10 August 1382) [Lopes, D. Fernando, chs. CLIV, CLV]; and (5) 
King Juan I of Castile (around thirty years old) and Beatriz (age ten) by the Treaty of 
Pinto (9 December 1382), and the Treaty of Salvaterra de Magos (2 April 1383), with 
a betrothal in Salvaterra de Magos (30 April 1383), another in Elvas (14 May 1383), 
and a wedding in Badajoz (17 May 1383) [Lopes, D. Fernando, ch. CLVII; AGS, PR, 
leg. 47, fols 17, 46, in Arnaut, ed., “Crise Nacional”, docs. 23, 26].

 10 Lopes, D. Fernando, chs. LXXXIII, XCVI.
 11 IAN/TT, Chancelaria de D. Fernando, book 1, fols 189v–190v.
 12 IAN/TT, Gaveta 3, m. 4, no 5, in João António Mendes Neves, ed., “A ‘Formosa 

Chancelaria’: Estudo dos originais da Chancelaria de D. Fernando (1367–1383)” 
(Master’s thesis, Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de Coimbra, 2005), 310–13.

 13 “Testamento de D. Fernando”, in Biblioteca Pública e Arquivo Distrital de Évora, cód. 
CIX/2–2, no 9, in Arnaut, ed., “Crise Nacional”, doc. 7, pp. 291–95.

 14 IAN/TT, Chancelaria de D. Fernando, book 2, fols 27r, 39v, 50r–v, 87r–v, 91r, 103v–104r; 
book 1, fol. 89r.

 15 IAN/TT, Chancelaria de D. Fernando, book 1, fols 185r–185v; book 2, fols. 53r–53v.
 16 IAN/TT, Chancelaria de D. Fernando, book 1, fol. 183v; IAN/TT, Chancelaria de D. Dinis, 

book 3, fols 31v–32r.



Portugal, 1385 63

 17 López de Ayala, “Rey Don Juan”, vol. II, ch. 4, p. 78; Lopes, D. Fernando, ch. CLVII.
 18 “Contrato de casamento”, in Arnaut, ed., “Crise Nacional”, 360–62; López de Ayala, 

“Rey Don Juan”, vol. II, 83–84; Lopes, D. Fernando, 554.
 19 “Contrato de casamento”, in Arnaut, ed., “Crise Nacional”, 382–86.
 20 Lopes, D. Fernando, chs. CLXXIII–CLXXIV.
 21 Fuero Juzgo en latín y castellano (Madrid: Real Academia Española, 1815), “El Primero 

Titolo”, p. III.
 22 “Agora se vende Portogall doado, que tantas cabeças e sangue custou a gaanhar quando 

foi filhado aos mouros”, Lopes, D. Fernando, ch. CLXXV.
 23 “Arreall, arreall, cujo for o regno leva-llo-á”, in Lopes, D. Fernando, ch. CLXXV. 

Margarida Garcez Ventura, O Messias de Lisboa: Um Estudo de Mitologia Política 
(1383–1415) (Lisboa: Edições Cosmos, 1992), 15–16.

 24 Lopes, D. Fernando, ch. CLXXVI.
 25 Lopes, D. Fernando, ch. CLXXVII.
 26 “Testamento del Rey Don Juan el Primero” (King Juan I of Castile), in Pero López de 

Ayala, “Crónica del Rey Don Enrique, Tercero de Castilla é de León”, in Crónicas de los 
Reyes de Castilla, vol. II, 193; Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, ch. LIII.

 27 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. V–VI.
 28 “Hora vejo eu, filho, Senhor, a deference que ha dos filhos dos Reis aos outros homes”, 

in Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. VI, VIII.
 29 Ventura, O Messias de Lisboa, 19.
 30 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, ch. IX.
 31 “Acorramos ao Meestre, amigos, acorramos ao Meestre, ca filho he delRei dom Pedro 

[. . .] acorramos ao Mestre que matam sem por que”, in Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, ch. XI.
 32 “e assi como viuva que rei nom tiinha, e como sse lhe este ficara em logo de marido 

[. . .]”, in Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, ch. XI.
 33 Fernão Lopes, Crónica de D. Pedro I (Porto: Livraria Civilização, 1965), ch. XLIII.
 34 “salvo ho Meestre dAvis que era filho delRei dom Pedro come o outro, e que este 

tomassem por seu rrei e senhor”, in Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, ch. XIV.
 35 “Tomemos este homem por senhor, e alçemollo por rei”, in Lopes, D. João I, vol. I,  

ch. XIV.
 36 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. XVI, XVIII.
 37 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. XIX–XX.
 38 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. XXIII–XXIV.
 39 Luís de Sousa Rebelo, A Concepção de Poder em Fernão Lopes (n.p., Livros Horizonte, 

1983), 25.
 40 José Mattoso, ed., História de Portugal, A Monarquia Feudal, vol. 2 (Lisbon: Editorial 

Estampa, 1993), 495.
 41 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, ch. XXVIII.
 42 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. XXIX–XXX.
 43 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. LXI, LXV; López de Ayala, “Rey Don Juan”, vol. II, ch. 1, 

p. 88.
 44 Antero de Figueiredo, Leonor Teles “flor de Altura” (Lisbon: Livraria Bertrand, 1936), 359. 

For more information about the end of her life in Castile, see Isabel de Pina Baleiras, 
Leonor Teles, uma rainha inesperada (Lisbon: Círculo de Leitores, 2012), 327–46. Leonor 
Teles died sometime between 1403, when she and her daughter Beatriz sent some 
jewels to the Castilian Convent of Santa Clara de Rapariegos, and 1410, when Prince 
Fernando of Antequera received revenue from estates in Castile that had belonged to 
Leonor Teles, indicating that she was now deceased. César Olivera Serrano, “Las secue-
las religiosas de un conflicto dinástico: portugueses en Castill el siglo XV”, in Isabel 
Beceiro Pita, ed., Poder Piedad y Devoción, Castilla y su entorno. Siglos XII-XV (Madrid: 
Sílex ediciones, n.p., 2014), 172; Baleiras, Leonor Teles, 345–46.

 45 César Olivera Serrano, Beatriz de Portugal, la pugna dinástica Avís-Trastámara (Santiago 
de Compostela: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones científicas Xunta de Galicia / 
Instituto de Estúdios Gallegos “Padre Sarmiento”, 2005), 124.



64 Isabel de Pina Baleiras

 46 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. CLIII–CLIV.
 47 Ventura, O Messias de Lisboa, 29.
 48 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, ch. XX.
 49 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. CLXXX–CLXXXI; Ventura, O Messias de Lisboa, 73.
 50 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, ch. CXCII.
 51 Lopes, D. Fernando, ch. CLVI; Marcelo Caetano, História do Direito Português, Fontes-

Direito Público (1140–1495), 3rd edn (Lisbon/São Paulo: editorial Verbo, 1992), 452; 
Padre António Brásio, “As ‘razões’ de João das Regras nas Cortes of Coimbra”, in 
Separata da Revista Lusitania Sacra (Lisbon: União Gráfica, 1958), vol. III, 6–7.

 52 Caetano, Direito Português, 448.
 53 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. CLXXXIV–CLXXXV.
 54 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. CLXXXIII–CXCII.
 55 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. CXCI–CXCII.
 56 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, ch. CLXXVIII
 57 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. V–VI, VIII, XI, XXIV–XXV, XXVII.
 58 Maria Helena da Cruz Coelho, D. João I (Rio de Mouro: Círculo de Leitores, 2005), 

67, 69.
 59 Fuero Juzgo, “El Primero Titolo”, pp. III, IX.
 60 Fuero Juzgo, “El Primero Titolo”, pp. VIII, III.
 61 See also Marcelo Caetano, “Subsídios para a história das Cortes Medievais portuguesas”, 

in separata da Bracara Augusta, vols. XIV–XV, nos 1–2 (49–50) (Braga: Cruz & Cª Lda, 
1963), 25.

 62 Fuero Juzgo, “El Primero Titolo”, pp. III, V–VI; Henrique da Gama Barros, História da 
Administração Pública em Portugal nos séculos XII a XV (Lisbon: Imprensa Nacional, 1885), 
vol. I, 626, 628–29.

 63 Alfonso X El Sabio, Las Siete Partidas, www.biblioteca.org.ar/libros/130949.pdf, 
Segunda partida, tít. 1, Laws 1, 5, 6, 8, 9; Barros, História da Administração Pública em 
Portugal, vol. I, 632.

 64 Las Siete Partidas, Segunda partida, tít. 1, Laws 3, 8.
 65 Cortes Portuguesas, Reinado de D. Fernando (1367–1383), vols I–II (Lisbon: Instituto 

Nacional de Investigação Científica, Centro de Estudos Históricos da Universidade 
Nova de Lisboa, 1990), Cortes de Lisboa de 1371, vol. I, art. 43, p. 35.

 66 Fuero Juzgo, “El Primero Titolo”, pp. II–III, VI.
 67 “Efectivamente, os reis não são proprietários, mas defensores, administradores, e aumen-

tadores do reino. [. . .] Ao rei pertence o poder de todas as coisas, e a sua defesa e 
governação; a cada indivíduo, a propriedade.” (“Indeed, kings are not proprietors, but 
defenders, administrators, and enrichers of the realm. [. . .] To the king belongs the 
power of all things, and its defence and governance; to each person, his own property”). 
Frei Álvaro Pais, Espelho dos Reis (Speculum Regum) (Lisbon: Instituto de Alta Cultura, 
Centro de Estudos de Psicologia e de História da Filosofia anexo à Faculdade de Letras 
da Universidade de Lisboa, 1955), vol. I, 245.

 68 Barros, História da Administração Pública em Portugal, vol. I, 629–30.
 69 Barros, História da Administração Pública em Portugal, vol. I, 1–2, 40–41.
 70 Barros, História da Administração Pública em Portugal, vol. I, 637.
 71 See Ordenações Afonsinas (Lisbon: Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian, 1998), book 1, tit. 

60; book II, tit. 63, 394–95, 404. Marcelo Caetano sustains that Portuguese kings Dinis, 
Afonso IV, and Fernando thought that God had given them the power to rule, and they 
were only accountable to Him. Caetano, Direito Português, 297.

 72 Fuero Juzgo, “El Primero Titolo”, p. III.
 73 Pais, Espelho dos Reis, vol. I, 41–43, 109, 119–21.
 74 Alfonso X, Siete Partidas, Segunda partida, tít. 1, Laws 1, 2, 9; António Manuel Hespanha, 

História das Instituições. Épocas medieval e moderna (Coimbra: Livraria Almedina, 1982), 
302–94; Caetano, Direito Português, 472; Coelho, D. João I, 65–66.

 75 Fuero Juzgo, “El Primero Titolo”, pp. III, VII.

http://www.biblioteca.org.ar


Portugal, 1385 65

 76 The historian António Manuel Hespanha and the jurist Marcelo Caetano agree that the 
rise of the Master of Avis at the Cortes of 1385 corresponded to the theory of popular 
sovereignty. Hespanha, História das Instituições, 308; Caetano, Direito Português, 472.

 77 Isabel Banond, História das Ideias Políticas (Cascais: Princípia Editora, 2014), 40–41.
 78 Pais, Espelho dos Reis, vol. I, 175, 177.
 79 Banond, Ideias Políticas, 46; Infante Dom Pedro, Frei João Verba, Livro da Vertuosa 

Benfeytoria (Coimbra: Biblioteca Geral da Universidade de Coimbra, 1994), Livro II, 
cap. XVI, p. 103.

 80 Lopes, D. Fernando, chs. CLXXII–CLXXIII.
 81 Aristotle, A Política (no publication place: Círculo de Leitores, 1975), 127.
 82 Alfonso X, Siete Partidas, Segunda partida, tít. 1, Law 9.
 83 Alfonso X, Siete Partidas, Segunda partida, tít. 1, Law 5.
 84 Pais, Espelho dos Reis, vol. I, 119–20, 123, 147, 227, 229.
 85 Coelho, D. João I, 67.
 86 Ventura, O Messias de Lisboa, 18.
 87 Marcelo Caetano, A crise nacional 1383–1385, subsídios para o seu estudo (Lisbon/São 

Paulo: editorial Verbo, 1985), 33.
 88 Alfonso X, Siete Partidas, Segunda partida, tít. 1, Law 7.
 89 Caetano, A crise nacional de 1383–1385, 30. See also Martim de Albuquerque, O poder 

político no Renascimento Português, 2nd edn (Lisbon: Verbo-Babel editor, 2012), 39.
 90 Paulo Merêa, O Poder Real e as Cortes: Lições feitas na Faculdade de Direito de Coimbra aos 

alunos de “História do Direito Português” no ano lectivo de 1922–1923 (Coimbra: Coimbra 
Editora, 1923), 16.

 91 Olivera Serrano, Beatriz de Portugal, 38.
 92 Before Leonor and Fernando’s marriage, the King gave several privileges to the Order, 

or to its headmaster Álvaro Gonçalves, such as those found in IAN/TT, Chancelaria de 
D. Fernando, book 1, fols 36v (1367); 28v–29 (1368); and 104v (3 May 1372). After the 
marriage, the King continued to offer gifts: IAN/TT, Chancelaria de D. Fernando, book 
1, fols 159–69 (1374–1375); and 164r–164v. (1375).

 93 Baleiras, Leonor Teles, 23.
 94 Duarte Nunes de Leão, “Chronica del Rey D. Fernando, dos reys de Portugal o IX”, in 

Crónicas dos reis de Portugal (Porto: Lello e irmãos Editores, 1975), 411.
 95 Maria José Ferro Tavares, Fernando e Leonor: um reinado (mal)dito (Lisbon: Chiado Editora, 

2013), 21–22, 443.
 96 Baleiras, Leonor Teles, 21. Concerning Fernão Lopes’ partiality towards the Avis dynasty, 

see: Horácio Ferreira Alves, Dois Caluniados (D. Fernando e Leonor Teles) (Lisbon: Livraria 
Clássica Editora, 1927), 28–32; Teresa Amado, Fernão Lopes, contador de História, sobre a 
Crónica de D. João I (Lisbon: Editorial Estampa, 1991), 31, 52; Manuel Marques Duarte, 
Leonor Teles, ensaio biográfico (Porto: Campo das Letras, 2002), chs. I–II; and Ana Paula 
Sousa, “Leonor Teles. ‘Huma maa molher’?” (Master’s thesis, Faculdade de Letras da 
Universidade do Porto, 2004), 4–14.

 97 López de Ayala, “Rey Don Pedro”, 555–56.
 98 IAN/TT, Chancelaria de D. Fernando, book 1, fols 132, 163r–163v; book 2, fols 67, 90, 91v.
 99 Julio Valdeón Baruque, Enrique II, 1366–1379 (Palencia: Diputación Provincial de 

Palencia, Editorial La Olmeda, 1996), 79–80.
 100 Valdeón Baruque, Enrique II, 92–93.
 101 Olivera Serrano, Beatriz de Portugal, 345.
 102 Olivera Serrano, Beatriz de Portugal, 32.
 103 “Contrato de casamento”, in Arnaut, ed., “Crise Nacional”, 372; Olivera Serrano, 

Beatriz de Portugal, 85.
 104 The historian José Manuel Nieto Soria stated that in the late Middle Ages political and 

religious propaganda remained united, constituting an essential ideological base of the 
king’s power: Fundamentos ideológicos del poder real en Castilla (siglos XIII-XVI) (Madrid: 
Eudema, 1988), 43.



66 Isabel de Pina Baleiras

 105 Pais, Espelho dos Reis, vol. I, 127, 175, 177, 131.
 106 Caetano, Direito Português, 472; Albuquerque, O poder político, 39–41.
 107 Humberto Baquero Moreno, “Estado, Nobreza e Senhorios”, in A Génese do Estado 

Moderno no Portugal Tardo-Medievo (séculos XIII-XV), eds. Maria Helena da Cruz Coelho 
and Armando Luís de Carvalho Homem (Lisbon: Universidade Autónoma de Lisboa, 
1999), 257.

 108 Election “não implica necessariamente uma eleição no sentido habitual, podendo 
ser antes a simples ratificação dos direitos do novo rei, e representando como tal 
uma derivação ou sobrevivência da primitiva escolha do rei pela nação.” In Paulo 
Merêa, “Sobre a aclamação dos nossos reis”, Separata da Revista Portuguesa de História,  
vol. X (Coimbra: Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de Coimbra,1962), 8. See also 
Albuquerque, O poder político, 107–08.

 109 “Auto da eleição de D. João I – Coimbra, 1385, abril, 6”, in Marcelo Caetano, ed., 
“As Cortes de 1385”, in Separata da Revista Portuguesa de História, vol. V (Coimbra: 
Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de Coimbra, Instituto de Estudos Históricos 
Vasconcelos, 1951), 70–71.

 110 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, 421, 422.
 111 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, chs. CLXXXVIII, CXCI.
 112 Aristotle, A Política, 152.
 113 Lopes, D. João I, vol. I, ch. CLXIII.

Bibliography

Primary sources

Alfonso X El Sabio. Las Siete Partidas. (www.biblioteca.org.ar/libros/130949.pdf), Segunda 
Partida.

Aristotle. A Política. No publication place: Círculo de Leitores, 1975.
“Auto da eleição de D. João I – Coimbra, 1385, abril, 6”. Ed. by Marcelo Caetano, “As 

Cortes de 1385”. In reprint of Revista Portuguesa de História, vol. V, Coimbra: Faculdade 
de Letras da Universidade de Coimbra, Instituto de Estudos Históricos Vasconcelos, 
1951, 66–73.

“Contrato de casamento de João I de Castela com D. Beatriz”. Ed. by Salvador Dias Arnaut, 
A Crise Nacional dos Fins do século XIV, I, A sucessão de D. Fernando, doc. 26, 360–62. PhD 
diss., Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de Coimbra, Instituto de Estudos Históricos 
Vasconcelos, 1960.

Cortes Portuguesas, Reinado de D. Fernando (1367–1383). Vols I–II. Lisbon: Instituto Nacional 
de Investigação Científica, Centro de Estudos Históricos da Universidade Nova de 
Lisboa, 1990, Cortes de Lisboa de 1371, vol. I, art. 43, 35.

Forez, Fr. Enrique. Memorias de las Reynas Catholicas. Vol. II, Madrid: António Marin, 
1761, 693.

Fuero Juzgo, en latín y castellano. Madrid: Real Academia Española, 1815. Titulo I.
Instituto dos Arquivos Nacionais/Torre do Tombo. Chancelaria de D. Dinis, book 3, folios 

31v–32r.
Instituto dos Arquivos Nacionais/Torre do Tombo. Chancelaria de D. Fernando, book 1, 

folios 89r, 132, 163r–163v, 183v, 185r–185v, 189v–190v; book 2, folios 27r, 39v, 
50r–v, 53r–53v, 67r, 90r, 91v, 87r–v, 91r, 103v–104r.

Leão, Duarte Nunes de. “Chronica del Rey D. Fernando, dos reys de Portugal o IX”. In 
Crónicas dos reis de Portugal, 411. Porto: Lello e irmãos Editores, 1975.

Lopes, Fernão. Crónica de D. João I. Vols. I, II. Porto: Livraria Civilização, not dated.

http://www.biblioteca.org.ar


Portugal, 1385 67

Lopes, Fernão. Crónica de D. Pedro I. Porto: Livraria Civilização, 1965.
Lopes, Fernão. Crónica de D. Fernando. Lisbon: Imprensa Nacional/Casa da Moeda, 1975.
López de Ayala, Pero. “Crónica del Rey Don Enrique, Segundo de Castilla”. In Crónicas de 

los Reyes de Castilla, Desde don Alfonso el Sabio, hasta los Católicos don Fernando y doña Isabel. 
Vol. II, 1–64. Madrid: Ediciones Atlas, 1953.

López de Ayala, Pero. “Crónica del Rey Don Juan, Primero de Castilla é de Leon”. In 
Crónicas de los Reyes de Castilla, Desde don Alfonso el Sabio, hasta los Católicos don Fernando 
y doña Isabel. Vol. II, 65–159. Madrid: Ediciones Atlas, 1953.

López de Ayala, Pero. “Crónica del Rey Don Pedro, fijo del Rey Don Alfonso, onceno de 
este nombre en Castilla”. In Crónicas de los Reyes de Castilla, Desde don Alfonso el Sabio, hasta 
los Católicos don Fernando y doña Isabel. Vol. I, 401–629. Madrid: Ediciones Atlas, 1953.

Ordenações Afonsinas. Lisbon: Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian, 1998, book 1, tit. 60; book 2, 
tit. 63.

Pais, Frei Álvaro. Espelho dos Reis. Vol. I. Lisbon: Instituto de Alta Cultura, Centro de 
Estudos de Psicologia e de História da Filosofia, Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de 
Lisboa, 1955.

Pedro, Infante Dom; Verba, Frei João. Livro da Vertuosa Benfeytoria. Ed. by Adelino de 
Almeida Calado, book II, chapter XVI, 103. Coimbra: Biblioteca Geral da Universidade 
de Coimbra, 1994.

“Testamento de D. Fernando”. In Biblioteca Pública e Arquivo Distrital de Évora, cód. 
CIX/2–2, no 9. Ed. by Salvador Dias Arnaut, A Crise Nacional dos Fins do século 
XIV, I, A sucessão de D.Fernando, doc. 7, 291–95. PhD diss., Faculdade de Letras da 
Universidade de Coimbra, Instituto de Estudos Históricos Vasconcelos, 1960.

“Testamento del Rey Don Juan el Primero”. In Pero López de Ayala, Crónica del Rey Don 
Enrique, Tercero de Castilla é de León. In Crónicas de los Reyes de Castilla, Desde don Alfonso 
el Sabio, hasta los Católicos don Fernando y doña Isabel, vol. II, 186–94. Madrid: Ediciones 
Atlas, 1953.

Secondary sources

Albuquerque, Martim. O poder político no Renascimento Português. 2nd edn, Lisbon: Verbo-
Babel editor, 2012.

Alves, Horácio Ferreira. Dois Caluniados (D. Fernando e Leonor Teles). Lisbon: Livraria 
Clássica Editora, 1927.

Amado, Teresa. Fernão Lopes, contador de História, sobre a Crónica de D. João I. Lisbon: Editorial 
Estampa, 1991.

Baleiras, Isabel de Pina. Leonor Teles, uma rainha inesperada. Lisbon: Círculo de Leitores, 2012.
Banond, Isabel. História das Ideias Políticas. Cascais: Princípia Editora, 2014.
Barros, Henrique da Gama. História da Administração Pública em Portugal nos séculos XII a XV. 

Vol. I. Lisbon: Imprensa Nacional, 1885.
Brásio, Padre António. “As ‘razões’ de João das Regras nas Cortes of Coimbra”. In Separata 

da Revista Lusitania Sacra, vol. III, 6–7. Lisbon: União Gráfica, 1958.
Caetano, Marcelo. “Subsídios para a história das Cortes Medievais portuguesas”. In separata da 

Bracara Augusta, vols XIV–XV, nos 1–2. Braga: Cruz & Cª Lda, 1963.
Caetano, Marcelo. A crise nacional de 1383–1385, subsídios para o seu estudo. Lisbon /São 

Paulo: editorial Verbo, 1985.
Caetano, Marcelo. História do Direito Português. Fontes-Direito Público (1140–1495), 3rd edn. 

Lisbon/São Paulo: editorial Verbo, 1992.
Coelho, Maria Helena da Cruz. D. João I. Rio de Mouro: Círculo de Leitores, 2005.



68 Isabel de Pina Baleiras

Duarte, Manuel Marques. Leonor Teles, ensaio biográfico. Porto: Campo das Letras, 2002.
Figueiredo, Antero de. Leonor Teles “flor de Altura”. Lisbon: Livraria Bertrand, 1936.
Hespanha, António Manuel. História das Instituições. Épocas medieval e moderna. Coimbra: 

Livraria Almedina, 1982.
Mattoso, José, ed. História de Portugal, A Monarquia Feudal. Lisbon: Editorial Estampa, 1993, 

vol. 2.
Merêa, Paulo. O Poder Real e as Cortes: Lições feitas na Faculdade de Direito de Coimbra aos 

alunos de “História do Direito Português” no ano lectivo de 1922–1923. Coimbra: Coimbra 
Editora, Lda, 1923.

Merêa, Paulo. “Sobre a aclamação dos nossos reis”. In Separata da Revista Portuguesa de 
História. Vol. X, 5–11. Coimbra: Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de Coimbra,1962.

Mirot, Léon. “Les mésaventures d’un prince portugais au XIVème siècle”. In Revue des 
Études Historiques, 129–50. Paris: Librairie Alphonse Picard et Fils, 1911.

Moreno, Humberto Baquero. “Estado, Nobreza e Senhorios”. In Maria Helena da Cruz 
Coelho and Armando Luís de Carvalho Homem, eds, A Génese do Estado Moderno no 
Portugal Tardo-Medievo (séculos XIII-XV), 257–67. Cycle of conferences organised by 
Universidade Autónoma de Lisboa in the school year 1996–97, Lisbon: Universidade 
Autónoma de Lisboa, 1999.

Neves, João António Mendes. “A ‘Formosa Chancelaria’ – Estudo dos originais da 
Chancelaria de D. Fernando (1367–1383)”. Master’s thesis, Faculdade de Letras da 
Universidade de Coimbra, 2005.

Nieto Soria, José Manuel. Fundamentos ideológicos del poder real en Castilla (siglos XIII–XVI). 
Madrid: Eudema, 1988.

Olivera Serrano, César. “Beatriz de Portugal, la pugna dinástica Avís-Trastámara”. PhD 
diss., Santiago de Compostela: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones científicas Xunta de 
Galicia / Instituto de Estúdios Gallegos “Padre Sarmiento”, 2005.

Olivera Serrano, César. “Las secuelas religiosas de un conflicto dinástico: portugueses en 
Castill el siglo XV”. In Isabel Beceiro Pita, ed., Poder Piedad y Devoción, Castilla y su 
entorno. Siglos XII-XV, 161–87. Madrid: Sílex ediciones, 2014.

Rebelo, Luís de Sousa. A Concepção de Poder em Fernão Lopes. n.p., Livros Horizonte, 1983.
Russell, Peter. “João Fernandes Andeiro, at the Court of John of Lancaster, 1371–1381”. In 

Revista da Universidade de Coimbra, vol. XIV, 5–15. Coimbra: Imprensa Académica, 1938.
Sousa, Ana Paula, “Leonor Teles. ‘Huma maa molher’?” Master’s thesis, Faculdade de Letras 

da Universidade do Porto, 2004.
Tavares, Maria José Ferro. Fernando e Leonor: um reinado (mal)dito. Lisbon: Maria José Ferro 

Tavares e Chiado Editora, 2013.
Valdeón Baruque, Julio. Enrique II, 1366–1379. Palencia: Diputación Provincial de Palencia, 

Editorial La Olmeda, 1996.
Ventura, Margarida Garcez. O Messias de Lisboa: Um Estudo de Mitologia Política (1383–1415). 

Lisbon: Edições Cosmos, 1992.



3
FROM ELECTION TO 
CONSOLIDATION

The strategies of legitimacy of the Trastámara 
dynasty in the Crown of Aragon

Lledó Ruiz Domingo

When King Martin I (1396–1410) passed away without leaving any heirs, none of 
the candidates to the throne of the Crown of Aragon were legitimate. Although 
each candidate claimed rights of kinship with the late King Martin, none were linked 
directly to him and as such none were direct heirs to the Crown. This chapter will 
explain how, during the two years from the death of King Martin until the election 
of the new monarch Ferdinand I (1412–16) and throughout his reign, the Trastámara 
dynasty deployed a communication strategy based on propaganda to guarantee his 
election as king and, later, to consolidate his government and the hold of his dynasty 
on the throne. In this sense, we are looking at the creation of a multifaceted and 
simultaneous process of legitimation that evolved over the years depending on the 
needs of the dynasty.

Thus, in the years 1410–58, we can distinguish three different periods estab-
lished in the process of legitimisation:

1. 1410–12 – legitimisation of Ferdinand of Trastámara (future Ferdinand I of 
Aragon) as a candidate for the throne

2. 1412–16 – consolidation of Ferdinand I as a monarch
3. 1416–58 – consolidation and evolution of the legitimising process during the 

reign of Alfonso V

In order to achieve the defined objective of each period, the Trastámara 
developed arguments to be communicated politically to Aragonese society 
through practical mechanisms of diffusion and display of political culture. 
Thus, following this approach, we will analyse Alfonso V’s (1416–58) process 
of legitimising his accession to the Crown of Aragon moving further into the 
fifteenth century.
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1410–12: the claims to the Aragonese throne – five 
candidates, one throne

The Trastámara dynasty, with Ferdinand at its head,1 was chosen as the new reign-
ing dynasty in 1410, after a break in the dynastic continuity of the Crown of 
Aragon, which had been unbroken since 1164.2 Martin I passed away on 31 May, 
just two days after falling seriously ill. On his deathbed, he dealt with a multitude of 
matters that were decisive for the Crown.3 Yet knowing that his actions could be 
revoked if they went against regional legislation, the King, who was also count of 
Barcelona, accepted before the permanent commission of the Catalan Cortes that 
his successor to the throne would be decided “by law” in three parlaments of the 
Crown (Aragon, Catalonia, and Valencia).4 To abide by the solution agreed with 
the monarch, these parliaments were convened to establish which candidate had 
the most right to be the next king, and these candidates were requested to outline 
why they should be the one to assume the throne.5 In all, there were five possible 
candidates, all of them men (see Table 3.1).

The first was Alfonso of Aragon and Foix, who had a right to the throne by 
direct male lineage. He was the grandson of James II of Aragon (1291–1327) and 
cousin of Peter IV the Ceremonious (1336–87), as well as being duke of Gandía, 
count of Ribagorza, and marquis of Villena. Second, we have Frederick, count of 
Luna, the illegitimate son of Martin the Younger, son of King Martin, who had 

TABLE 3.1 Candidates to the Aragonese throne 1410

James II

Peter

Alfonso of
Gandia

Alfonso IV

Peter IV

Eleanor

Ferdinand
of Castile

John I

Violant

Louis III of
Anjou

Martin I

Martin “The
Young”

Frederick of
Luna

Elizabeth

James of
Urgell

Peter of
Urgell

James of
Urgell
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predeceased his father. Third was James of Urgell, great-grandson of Alfonso IV 
of Aragon (1327–36) and married to a sister of King Martin, Elizabeth of Aragon. 
The fourth candidate was Louis III of Naples, son of Violant of Aragon and Louis 
II of Naples, who had the support of the dowager queen, Violant of Bar (1387–96). 
The final candidate was Ferdinand of Castile, younger son of Eleanor of Aragon, 
daughter of Peter the Ceremonious, and John I of Castile (1379–90).6

However, some of these candidates had better prospects than others. Frederick, 
count of Luna, was quickly discarded when his main supporter died and Pope 
Benedict XIII (1394–1417) withdrew his support. Alfonso of Aragon was already 
at an advanced age and would die in 1412. Louis III of Naples could not rely 
on a sufficient number of supporters despite his grandmother the dowager queen 
Violant of Bar’s best efforts.7

In the end, the decision came down to two candidates, James of Urgell and 
Ferdinand of Castile, and they would clash over their claims. The relationship of 
James of Urgell to King Martin I was by male line descent, which in theory put 
him in a stronger position than the Castilian candidate, descended via the female 
line, which is why Ferdinand deployed a strategy of propaganda with the aim of 
self-aggrandisement and to gain more support for his claim to the throne.

To achieve this objective, Ferdinand and his household officers, experts in 
negotiations due to their work in Castile as regency officers for the Castilian 
child-king John II,8 developed three strong political arguments: the throne was 
Ferdinand’s birth right, he had experience as a ruler in Castile, and he also had mil-
itary experience for his actions in the war against the Muslims, especially the siege 
and conquest of Antequera.9 These arguments were disseminated to the political 
community of the Crown of Aragon via different mechanisms of political com-
munication with the goal of legitimising his claim to throne.10

Ferdinand initiated his legitimisation campaign with a significant act of diplo-
macy. The Prince had many expert officers who had helped him secure a position 
of prestige and power in the Castilian monarchy and who could now be used to 
tout his credentials for obtaining the Crown of Aragon. They portrayed him both 
as a leader and an experienced ruler. On the other hand, if this image as co-ruler 
was not enough, they also used propaganda about his conquest of the Muslim-
controlled city of Antequera in 1410 to portray him as a military expert.11 Various 
missives were sent out to the parliaments of the Crown of Aragon describing the 
deeds of the war against the Muslims and the role of Ferdinand as regent of Castile, 
including one by the monarch of Castile himself, John II, in 1411.12 This image as 
ruler and military expert provided his strongest competitive credentials, as James of 
Urgell lacked the experience of ruling as a regent. At the same time, the other part 
of his diplomatic strategy was to send emissaries and ambassadors to the parliaments 
in each of the kingdoms, the majority of them coming from Castile and widely 
experienced in diplomacy due to the role they had played in Ferdinand’s political 
activities as regent in Castile.13 The strategy was that they were not sent as mere 
ambassadors, but as his most trusted officers to remain in the parliaments to ensure 



72 Lledó Ruiz Domingo

he would have a political representative to speak on his behalf at all times. From 
1410 on, we have Fernán Gutiérrez de Vega, Ferdinand’s repostero mayor (chief 
keeper of the household), and Juan González de Acevedo defending Ferdinand 
and his cause in Catalonia.14 They relentlessly tried to justify the need for pacifica-
tion in the kingdoms of Valencia and Aragon with the use of Castilian troops and 
to prevent the interference of James of Urgell and his allies in the meetings of the 
estates of the realm. Similarly, Ferdinand sent Diego Gómez de Fuensalida, abbot 
of Valladolid and chief chaplain of his household, and García López de Sesé to the 
Kingdom of Aragon. These diplomats informed the Aragonese parliamentarians 
of the deals between James of Urgell and the sultan of Granada, while reminding 
the delegates of Ferdinand’s reputation as a Christian general, expert in the fight 
against the infidels.15 At the same time, Diego Fernández de Vadillo, Ferdinand’s 
secretary, was sent to the Kingdom of Valencia. As has been demonstrated by 
Rafael Narbona Vizcaíno, Ferdinand, with this emissary’s help, was able to lever-
age the differences between the noble families in the Kingdom of Valencia who 
had been at war for decades, obtaining the support of many of them, in particular 
the Centelles family, rivals of the Vilaragut family, and the governor-general of the 
Kingdom, Arnau Guillem Ballera, who were all supporters of James of Urgell.16 
When the antagonism between the factions in these kingdoms seemed about to 
explode into a military conflict, Ferdinand sent a large contingent of troops from 
Castile, allowing his supporters to be prepared in case of a battle against James of 
Urgell. And indeed, the dispute between the supporters of James and Ferdinand 
did result in a military confrontation, in February 1412, at Sagunto, near the city 
of Valencia, which resulted in a victory for the troops supporting the Trastámara 
candidate. This military victory was fundamental in Ferdinand’s efforts to secure 
the Aragonese throne.17

The final part of his legitimising strategy was based on economic resources. 
Complementing his image as a ruler and a military expert, Ferdinand also used the 
financial resources at his disposal, proceeding from his lordly estates, to buy favour, 
bestow gifts, and promise positions in the royal administration.18 For example, 
the count of Pallars had at first supported Louis of Naples, because Violant of Bar 
had promised to grant him the towns of Berga and Bergadà, but his alliance did 
not prosper because of Ferdinand’s counter-offer of 10,000 florins for the Count’s 
support.19 With all this, Ferdinand managed to attract a much greater number of 
supporters to his cause than he had originally been able to call upon.

Thanks to this strategy of legitimisation and the important military victory in 
the Kingdom of Valencia, it was decided in 1412, after two years of conflict, to 
convene representatives from each of the three kingdoms (three from Aragon, 
three from Valencia, and three from Catalonia) in Caspe to decide which of the 
two candidates would be elected as the new monarch. Ferdinand presented his 
credentials and a vote was held whereby James of Urgell secured three votes and 
Ferdinand secured six. Thus Ferdinand was declared the new king of the Crown 
of Aragon. This result was officially sanctioned on 29 June 1412, only four months 
after the military victory over James of Urgell at Sagunto.
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1412–16: consolidation and legitimisation of the  
Trastámara dynasty in Aragon

As we have seen, the arrival of this new dynasty happened after a break in the 
dynastic continuity and was obtained by means of a military confrontation and 
the creation of a social division, since part of Aragonese society considered James 
of Urgell to be more legitimate than the Castilian prince. Due to this, it was 
necessary to make a greater effort in disseminating propaganda, and legitimisa-
tion was still required to preserve and consolidate hold on the throne. This was 
necessary to ensure that upon Ferdinand’s death, his son and successor Alfonso 
would assume the throne.

Ferdinand I set out to legitimise himself, and legitimise his dynasty on the 
throne of Aragon. The Trastámara dynasty was not inexperienced in this, and we 
can see many similarities between the legitimist display of Ferdinand with that of 
Henry II when he arrived in Castile in 1369 with his dynasty, after the death of 
his half-brother and the ensuing civil war.20 For this reason, he launched the other 
initiatives we have mentioned (recognising the support of the kingdoms, showing 
political continuity, and exalting his own political success) with the same objec-
tive: to legitimise the new dynasty by combining tradition with change. This was 
made possible through the use of propaganda and parliamentary representation, 
expressing the changes brought by the Trastámara and the traditions of the Crown 
of Aragon. This process was multifaceted and combined the criminalisation of 
the opposition, verbal communication (such as speeches made by the King in the  
parliaments), and non-verbal communication (the most significant ceremonies 
such as royal entries in the cities or the coronation ceremony), with the use of the 
prerogatives of royal government and management of the monarchy. We can look 
at each of these tactics individually.

Making the opposition illegal

Although Ferdinand had been chosen by the majority of the delegates of the 
three kingdoms in Caspe, the opponents of the new king and supporters of the 
other candidate, James of Urgell, did not give up in their attempts to place him 
on the throne.21

In March 1413, James of Urgell and his supporters (including Antonio de 
Luna and Pedro Ximénez de Urrea) initiated a rebellion against the Trastámara 
king. They hired mercenaries to try to invade parts of Aragon where Ferdinand 
I was. The King was even warned by the Notario of the city of Zaragoza that 
very influential people from the Kingdom of Aragon were beginning to sup-
port James of Urgell.22 Yet a real revolt was about to start not in Aragon 
but in the Kingdom of Valencia, so he had to cancel his visit to Zaragoza 
and travel immediately to Valencia to defend the Kingdom in person because 
popular support for the count of Urgell was increasing every day. Support for  
the rebellion grew notably in villages in Valencia, such as Castellón, Vilareal, 
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and Alzira.23 So, Ferdinand I ordered that anyone who might oppose his rule 
be spied on, imprisoned, and punished:

And with good spies, you will find the guilty ones and punish them so that 
they experience punishment and the others experience terror and example. 
And, likewise, you will put suspects in custody and you will take prisoners in 
the royal towns, until you have my order to the contrary.24

The rebellion amounted to less than had been expected as the main members of 
the influential families, such as the Centelles, remained loyal to Ferdinand I. James 
of Urgell quickly lost his support and sought refuge in the fortress of Balaguer, 
where he would be besieged and ultimately defeated by Ferdinand in October 
1413. The count of Urgell would be punished with a life of captivity in the castle 
of Játiva in the Kingdom of Valencia until his death in 1433.25 Once defeated, 
the supporters of James of Urgell were purged, to avoid the possibility of another 
rebellion. Thus, after the rebellion of 1413, there was no more opposition to the 
Trastámara dynasty, fulfilling the first objective of King Ferdinand I, to consolidate 
his rule and the legitimacy of his dynasty. Along with this outlawing of the Urgell 
opposition, Ferdinand I had to consolidate his dominion in the Aragonese territory 
to be able to leave the throne as a legacy to his son and heir, Alfonso.

Verbal propaganda

Royal speeches delivered in the Estates26 are the most significant example of these 
legitimisation strategies. The Estates themselves were a legitimising mechanism of 
royal power because the king was the only one capable of convening meetings 
with representatives of the Kingdom and promoting dialogue and legislative con-
tinuity to maintain his government.27

Traditionally, when the Estates were convened, the Aragonese king began the 
meetings with an initial address, known as a royal sermon. In these, biblical and 
historical references were mixed with rational and emotive arguments to achieve 
the king’s goal of obtaining something from the Estates, usually money or the 
support for military activity, in exchange for the king’s approval of new legisla-
tive initiatives.28 By comparing traditional sermons with those delivered by King 
Ferdinand I, it becomes clear that the King (and the rest of the Trastámara dynasty) 
left the traditional sermon behind and delivered a more direct message, presenting 
an immediate objective justified by the need to ensure justice and the common 
good of the republic. These arguments became the main focus of Ferdinand’s 
royal speeches, superseding the traditional biblical and historical references. As we 
can see in his speech at the Catalonian Estates in 1413: “We [. . .] turn our atten-
tion to the administration of justice and the peaceful and good governance of the 
Principality of Catalonia, and our other kingdoms and lands; such that [. . .] our 
public affairs are preserved in peace, tranquillity.”29
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Ferdinand I summoned the Catalan Estates in 1413 and 1414. In his last speech, 
after James of Urgell had been defeated, we see the fundamental elements of his 
manner of expressing his legitimising arguments, which is worth quoting at length:

We have gathered you here today, representatives of Catalonia, to announce 
that because of the tutelage we have of the king of Castile and the rule of 
his kingdom, we must go to Castile. [. . .] But before setting out, and with 
the grace of God, we would like to finish off some things in this Cortes, 
concerning the service to God, to our own benefit, of that of Catalonia and 
of public affairs here [. . .] As you know, after arriving in our kingdoms, we 
had to stop the evil audacity of James of Urgell (who disrupted the vassals 
and refused to lend us the fidelity that he owed us) and made great expenses 
to bring men of arms against James in the city of Lleida, where, with many 
witnesses present, he swore allegiance and homage to us, as all the other 
vassals had done. But, he continued with his evil and backed the rebellion, 
even drafting in foreign troops to damage and occupy our kingdoms and 
lands, publicly constituting our enemy, for which we had to go personally to 
Balaguer and besiege it for three months. [. . .] And in this period, Catalonia 
served us faithfully, as it had done to our predecessors. [. . .] And once in 
Balaguer, we requested payment of the Princeps namque [a tax] and other 
amounts of money, in order to recover Sardinia [. . .] an objective of our 
predecessors, who had exposed their vassals to great dangers and losses. And 
for these reasons, we cannot properly meet the said obligations. [. . .] And 
we urge you to cancel our obligations of 82,000 florins.30

In this speech, Ferdinand begins by demonstrating his willingness to establish a 
dialogue with the Catalan Estates. Then he informs his audience that he needs 
to travel to Castile to attend his responsibilities as regent, but before doing so he 
considers it necessary to settle a pending issue with the courts, notably the payment 
of 82,000 florins that he had been lent and could not pay back. Ferdinand I claims 
that he spent that money because he was forced to act against the illegal actions of 
James of Urgell, using this speech for discrediting his political opponent. At the 
same time, he presents himself as a defender of Catalonia and praises the achieve-
ments of his administration’s foreign policy in the Mediterranean, describing the 
securing of peace with Genoa by controlling Sardinia as a great success (to counter-
act in fact the humiliation that a rebellion in Sardinia had caused to his predecessor 
King Martin). With all of this, King Ferdinand was trying to reaffirm himself and 
his legitimacy to act according to God’s plan and to ensure the common good and 
justice for all his subjects.

The King concludes by presenting his goal: the forgiving of a debt of 82,000 
florins loaned by the Estates of Catalonia because it could not be paid from the 
Royal Treasury. From the mid-fourteenth century on, the royal treasury of the 
king of Aragon had been greatly depleted. The needs generated by the successive 
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wars, especially the war against Castile from 1356 to 1365, forced the monarchy to 
request loans and sell off royal assets. With the sale of royal villas, castles, or juris-
dictions, the monarchy secured liquidity to pay for its short-term needs. However, 
these sales meant that the monarch would no longer receive any profits from the 
asset, seriously jeopardising the long-term revenue of the king’s treasury. Due to 
the repeated sales and loans, the king’s treasury was heavily indebted at the begin-
ning of the fifteenth century, and when the King had to repay the loans from the 
Estates of Catalonia, he was not able to do so with his assets.31

This speech served Ferdinand I not only in his attempts to obtain this economic 
aim but also to legitimise himself in Catalan society, creating an image of a king 
who was open to dialogue and respectful of the traditions of government, shared 
by the estates and the monarchy. He also presented himself as an effective manager 
of international politics, bringing peace and honour back to Catalan politics in the 
Mediterranean, and all this while maintaining his divine right to rule and reinforc-
ing his will to defend the Res publica.

Although this is a very different speech from the traditional royal sermons deliv-
ered by the former kings of the Crown of Aragon, it is a good example of the 
strategy of simultaneous propaganda used by Ferdinand I as he obtained not only a 
financial but also a political benefit, after crushing the Urgell revolt.32 However, his 
son Alfonso V would need to assume a communication policy more in line with 
that of the previous monarchs of the Crown of Aragon, though without actually 
delivering real sermons.33

Non-verbal propaganda

Kings also affirm their legitimising arguments during important monarchical cer-
emonies. In the case of Ferdinand I, the two most significant examples of this 
method of propaganda were his royal entry into one of the most important cities 
of the Crown, and the royal ceremony par excellence, the coronation.34

In November 1412, just five months after his election, Ferdinand I made his 
royal entry into the city of Barcelona. For his first appearance in the Catalan 
capital, an extra effort was made as the King had never been there before and this 
required an immediate legitimising response from the city and its institutions. To 
make himself visible in the city and demonstrate the continuity of the monarchy 
despite the dynastic break that had brought him to power, Ferdinand I decided to 
make his entry attired in clothes identical to those King Martin wore in his own 
first entry into Barcelona in 1397. Although Martin had made his entry by sea 
via the port, Ferdinand decided instead to take the land route that King John I  
(1387–96), Martin’s brother and predecessor, had used for his royal entry in 
1387.35 The King had a garment made for his horse with the coats of arms of 
Sicily and Aragon along with Barcelona and St George, with the emblems of the 
city and the Crown on display in as many places as possible.

As for the coronation, this was staged after the Urgell revolt was crushed in 
1414. The ceremony is described as spectacular compared to the coronations of 



From election to consolidation 77

the previous kings of the Crown of Aragon because of the wealth displayed by the 
new king: “Ferdinand used a crown of strange and great wealth that he ordered 
to be made for his coronation.”36 Yet the King followed the traditional corona-
tion and consecration procedure, using the coronation of King Martin as a model 
to maintain the idea of continuity and legitimacy throughout the ceremony. This 
would be the last coronation of a monarch of the Crown of Aragon, as his succes-
sors dispensed with the ceremony.37

Political actions

As for monarchical government, Ferdinand I used all of the Crown of Aragon’s 
resources at his disposal to reward those who had supported him before his arrival 
to the throne and during the rebellion. He also satisfied the traditional requests and 
aspirations of the political class of the kingdoms in national and international affairs.

Ferdinand did these things by developing policies favourable to the interests of 
the relevant people. In foreign policy, unlike his predecessors, Ferdinand I man-
aged to secure peace with the traditional Mediterranean enemy of Aragon, Genoa, 
which was no mean feat.38 This successful peace legitimised him as a good ruler, 
one who was having significant success politically regarding policies inherited from 
the previous kings of Aragon, and making innovations to ensure an Aragonese 
victory over their Mediterranean rivals. On the other hand, in national politics, 
the new monarch had to accept most of the requests of the estates (especially in 
Catalonia), making great concessions to the kingdoms that had chosen him as king. 
For example, Ferdinand I consolidated the Generalitat as a permanent representa-
tive institution of the Estates that would limit royal government.39 The King also 
accepted that any royal directive would be invalid without support from the estates 
and agreed to limit his intentions to recover much of the royal patrimony that had 
been lost in previous reigns.40

Finally, he also rewarded those who had been supporters of his cause from the 
outset, with financial compensation and positions within the royal administration 
of the Crown, making sure that every cog in the political machine was faithful to 
the new dynasty. These rewards were mostly for subjects of the Crown of Aragon, 
although there were also Castilians rewarded with posts in the administration of 
government, but not an excessive number, in order to prevent the discomfort of 
the faithful elites of the Crown of Aragon.

For this reason, Ferdinand I also considered it essential to reward the men 
who had supported him from the beginning, especially Castilians, granting them 
positions in the administration and offices in the royal household. In the latter, 
we find a large number of Castilians who came from his household in Castile. 
Nevertheless, the household of Prince Alfonso, his eldest son and heir, was com-
posed of individuals from the kingdoms of the Crown of Aragon who would 
instruct Alfonso in the politics and the representative tradition of the Crown of 
Aragon and would create strong ties with him.41 In contrast, the household of 
Prince John, his second son, would have a greater number of Castilians since 
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his expected political future was not to be king of the Crown of Aragon but to 
participate in Castilian and Navarrese affairs.42 Ferdinand I was training the future 
king of the Crown of Aragon and chose as his closest collaborators people from 
these regions to avoid any problems in Alfonso’s succession, ensuring the continu-
ation of his dynasty on that throne.

With these four mechanisms of legitimisation, Ferdinand I achieved his goal for 
this period: to consolidate the throne in his dynasty and also to leave it as a legacy.

1416–58: extending the legitimisation strategy

After the premature death of King Ferdinand I in 1416, the Trastámara dynasty had 
to double its efforts to ensure that its second monarch assumed the throne peace-
fully, creating a situation whereby the little opposition that remained could not 
negatively impact on the consolidation of his position in the Crown of Aragon. 
To this end, Alfonso V had to maintain an image of continuity with his father and 
predecessor in the same three aspects previously explored: verbal propaganda, non-
verbal communication transmitted through his personal image, and concessions to 
the political class of the kingdoms. Nevertheless, Alfonso V also needed to bring 
to an end part of the strategy of legitimisation initiated by his father and to evolve.

Firstly, Alfonso “the Magnanimous” gave special attention to aspects related to 
the ceremonies of the monarchy and the projection of a personal image and, at the 
same time, the continuation of the Trastámara dynasty in the Crown of Aragon 
through the use of objects and symbols. His strategy of non-verbal communica-
tion evolved over time, attending to political situations as they arose. In the early 
years, his attire and ornaments were marked by emblems, keeping with those 
traditionally used by the Crown of Aragon, especially those used by his father as 
the first Trastámara monarch. An example of these ornaments is the use of the vase 
with lilies, an emblem introduced by his father as a personal symbol that Alfonso 
used on his clothes from his very first public appearances as monarch.43 Other 
examples would be the jewels engraved with his own emblems: siti perillós (the 
burning throne), the millet, and the open book.44 Later, when Alfonso embarked 
on his conquest of Naples in 1420, his clothing, luxurious objects, and personal 
adornments would change and be marked by the desire of the monarch to be seen 
as an Italian prince, employing the fashions of the Italian peninsula. That can be 
seen in the jewellery made by his silversmiths, Guido Antoni and Giovanni of 
Pisa, both of them Italians, or in the portraits on coins in which the King appears 
with an Italian hairstyle.45

As for verbal communication, King Alfonso V’s speeches in the Estates were 
characterised by their simplicity and brevity and focused on the need for common 
good and good governance as a basis for stability in the kingdoms. In addition, 
Alfonso’s speeches highlighted the memory of the monarch from whom he 
descended, thus legitimising Ferdinand I’s election in Caspe, and expressed the 
deep esteem that he professed for his subjects, whom he ruled, as he underlined, 
with the help of God.46
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Similarly, during the early years of his reign, Alfonso V continued to adopt leg-
islative measures designed to compensate the Crown realms, granting petitions that 
had been repeatedly requested but had not thus far been obtained. In this sense, the 
institutional sphere was the preferred method of granting these petitions by creat-
ing separate institutions in each of the kingdoms. An important example would be 
the definitive institutionalisation of the Generalitat in each kingdom. The Generalitat 
was an institution created in 1362 by Pedro IV to manage the “donations” granted 
to the Crown by the Estates General through a commission of two representatives 
from each of the three estates of the realm. When the Estates General were not 
meeting, these donations were still being collected and the king decided to create 
the Generalitat to manage them. At that time, the king created a Generalitat for all 
the kingdoms under his government, but the kingdoms protested to ensure they 
each had their own Generalitat.47 In the case of the Kingdom of Valencia, Alfonso 
agreed to the creation of the Generalitat in 1418.48 Years later, in 1436, he would 
concede to grant the same to the Kingdom of Aragon. There were thus three 
governments, one for Catalonia, one for Valencia, and one for Aragon. Another 
example would be the creation of a royal archive, distinct from those located in 
Barcelona, Valencia, and Aragon, to store information and royal documentation 
relating to each of these kingdoms.49

These acts evolved when the political efforts of the monarch changed direction 
to focus on his aspirations to obtain the throne of Naples. From that moment, 
the monarch would employ rhetoric that would connect him not only with his 
father but also with his predecessors as monarchs of the Crown of Aragon, who 
since the thirteenth century had cast their expansionist eyes on the flourishing 
Mediterranean, especially in southern Italy. From that moment, the imprint of 
Alfonso as an Italian prince would be fundamental in not only his image but also 
his legitimisation strategies. So much so that when he succeeded in these ambitions, 
he decided to remain in Naples, constituting a very refined Renaissance court.50

But even after conquering the Kingdom of Naples and succeeding in extend-
ing the dominion of the Crown of Aragon in the Mediterranean, Alfonso did not 
cease in his attempt to legitimise his dynasty, to the point that, years later, he spon-
sored the writing of an account of his father’s reign by the famous Italian humanist 
Lorenzo Valla.51

Conclusion

The arrival of the Trastámara dynasty onto the throne of the Crown of Aragon 
was an act disputed by part of the political society in that composite state. For this 
reason, in the early years of his reign, the new monarch Ferdinand I had to use 
propaganda and political communication to convey a message to legitimise himself 
as king of these lands. To achieve their objectives, the Trastámara deployed politi-
cal arguments very similar to those used when they first ascended to royal power 
in neighbouring Castile. With these arguments, Ferdinand of Trastámara managed 
to convey a consolidated vision of his hereditary rights and his capacity as a ruler. 
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Thus, a political message of legitimacy was articulated in a dynasty that had reached 
the throne after two years of intrigue and a battle in the Kingdom of Valencia. As 
can be seen, this strategy was also flexible because eventually the Trastámara kings 
modified it and included new forms of legitimacy, such as legitimacy by conquest 
(in Naples), among others, without forgetting the need to continue the legitimis-
ing process regarding the origins of the dynasty in the recently acquired Crown of 
Aragon. By this multifaceted and simultaneous strategy, Ferdinand I succeeded in 
making the succession process effective, continued and augmented by Alfonso V, 
and the Trastámara dynasty would effectively control the Crown of Aragon for 100 
years until the death of Ferdinand II in 1516.

Notes
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4
SIGISMUND OF SWEDEN AS 
FOREIGNER IN HIS OWN KINGDOM

How the king of Sweden was made an alien

Cathleen Sarti

In 1599, the Swedish throne was taken from the cadet branch of the Vasa family which 
had been established in 1569 by the second son of the first Vasa king, Gustav I, hav-
ing himself deposed the oldest son. Now the youngest of Gustav’s sons became ruler 
of Sweden, establishing a third branch of this dynasty on the throne (see Table 4.1). 
Viewed from this perspective, the events in the 1590s and 1600s were hardly more 
than a family dispute—a paternal uncle deposing his nephew and taking the throne 
for himself. However, a closer look at these events reveals their importance for the 
development of the Swedish kingdom and its national identity. Charles (IX), the said 
uncle deposing his nephew, Sigismund, used national sentiments and religious identity 
to argue against Sigismund, and finally to depose him with the help of the Swedish 
parliament. This essay will therefore tell two sides of the same story: how the legitimate 
king, Sigismund of Sweden, lost his throne by failing to adapt his reign to an emerging 

TABLE 4.1 Male descendants of Gustav I Vasa

Gustav I
(r. 1523–60)

Erik XIV
(r. 1560–69)

Gustav

John III
(r. 1569–92)

Sigismund
(r. 1592–99)

John

Magnus
Charles IX

(r. 1604–11)

Gustav II
Adolphus

(r. 1611–32)
Karl Filip
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national political culture and thus appearing as foreign in his own realm; and how 
Charles IX of Sweden won his throne by fanning this national identity and pre-
senting himself as more Swedish than Sigismund, even though they belonged to 
the same family.

Depositions forming national culture

The sixteenth century in Swedish history constitutes a time of depositions, which 
are arguably a sign of an intensified phase of state-formation, one that includes 
an emergence of national political culture.1 Between 1501 and 1599, four of six 
Swedish kings were deposed by their own subjects. The first two, at the beginning 
of the century, established the modern Swedish monarchy as it still exists today. 
The last two depositions, especially that of Sigismund, gave the Swedish monarchy 
a more definite sense of national identity.

Since 1397, Sweden had been in a personal union with Denmark and Norway—
the Union of Kalmar—which was often viewed by contemporary Swedes as having 
negative consequences for them, especially in regard to economic relations with 
the German Hanseatic League.2 The iron and copper production of the Swedish 
region Dalarna, for example, was dependent on Hanseatic or Dutch merchants as 
well as on a low toll on the Øresund (the passage controlling access to the Baltic) 
allowing cheaper exports to London, Amsterdam, and Antwerp. Denmark, in con-
trast, was one of the biggest rivals of the Hansa, and tried to control, and benefit 
from, Baltic trade through the raising of this Sound toll.3 This economic conflict, 
combined with the raising of taxes to finance wars which the Swedes felt were 
not in their interest, led to several uprisings of the miners and peasants of Dalarna, 
beginning with the so-called Engelbrekt rebellion in 1434, and finally the support 
of this region for Gustav Vasa’s bid for political power which ended the Union of 
Kalmar in 1523. On the other hand, Sweden was more than just the mining region 
in and around Dalarna. Nobles from the heartland of the Kingdom around Lake 
Malar, and those from the more southern regions on the border with Danish ter-
ritories, belonged to a pan-Scandinavian aristocracy which had marriage and family 
ties, properties, and economic as well as political interests in all three northern 
kingdoms, as well as in northern Germany.4 Although the actual conflicts in the 
Union of Kalmar since 1434 are much more complicated than this basic overview, 
these conditions reveal important aspects of why there was an on-going struggle in 
the Swedish kingdom between pro- and anti-union parties.

From 1470, a noble from the anti-union party, Sten Sture the Elder, ruled 
the Kingdom de facto, even though the union kings from Denmark were still de 
jure accepted. However, after nearly thirty years of rule, Sten’s reign seemed to 
most of the nobles too centralised and powerful, and when he suffered some dip-
lomatic and military defeats in the longstanding territorial dispute with Russia, 
most of the Swedish council turned to the union king, John II. Unfortunately, 
John II also failed to be exactly what the Swedish aristocracy wanted, and after 
he in turn lost embarrassingly to the peasant republic of Dithmarschen (in today’s 
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Schleswig-Holstein) in 1500, and was exposed in front of the Swedish council 
for making anti-Swedish treaties with Russia, John II was deposed in 1501, and 
Sten Sture the Elder again confirmed as leader.5 However, the problem between 
the different parties and interests in the Swedish kingdom remained, and led once 
again to the establishment of the Union of Kalmar king, Christian II, as the king 
of Sweden in 1520. Christian II had to conquer most of Sweden before he was 
accepted and crowned, and his coronation celebration included the execution of 
more than eighty Swedish nobles, clerics, burghers, and peasants in Stockholm 
alone (and there were more such deaths all over Sweden which added to these 
numbers). These actions finally forced the Swedes to unite, and to agree once 
and for all that Danish rule, even as part of a Scandinavian union, was not the 
best strategy for the Swedish people.6 Although the idea of such a Scandinavian 
union remained influential as a political alternative, it never again was considered 
in earnest.7 The political conflict against Christian II between 1520 and 1523, 
and his deposition by means of his subjects renouncing their allegiance in all 
regions of Sweden, banishing his Danish officials, and subsequently raising the 
Swedish nobleman Gustav Vasa to the throne, enforced the idea that being part 
of the Swedish kingdom meant being ruled by a Swede, and not by a Dane. 
The later Northern Wars between (mostly) Sweden and Denmark-Norway from 
1563 until 1721 enforced this view. After 1523, with the re-establishment of the 
independent Kingdom of Sweden, the country defined itself anew as a European 
monarchy which naturally came with some conflicts about religion, the role of 
different groups in the new kingdom, new institutions, a new military, laws, the 
royal dynasty, and finally the everlasting conflict about taxes.

Gustav I Vasa, who ruled from 1523 until 1560, managed not only to raise 
these important questions, but also to start finding some answers. Sweden began to 
develop a new political culture in the aftermath of 1523, which was partly based 
on older traditions as well as on making assumptions about such traditions.8 One of 
the defining elements was the self-identification as a Protestant kingdom; whether 
it was a more Lutheran or a more Calvinist country, however, remained unsolved 
under Gustav I and his next two successors.9 Another open question was the role 
different influential groups would play in this new monarchy. Different concepts 
of authority—dominium regale or dominium politicum et regale—were discussed long 
into the seventeenth century. These concepts were different answers to the ques-
tion of how power should be distributed: should the monarch hold absolute power 
(dominium regale), or should the power be shared by aristocracy, the parliament, and 
crown (dominium politicum et regale, in England usually called “mixed monarchy”).10 
However, what was already decided in the sixteenth century and in many ways 
confirmed by the events of 1599 was the increasing political relevance of peasants 
and townspeople.

In 1569, the oldest son of Gustav I, Erik XIV, was deposed by his two half-
brothers, John (III) and Charles (IX). Officially, this was due to Erik suffering from 
bouts of madness, which supposedly led to tyrannical behaviour.11 Yet, there was 
also another reason for this deposition. While Gustav I had benefited from the 
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opportunity to re-build the Swedish kingdom mostly without any interferences 
from old, established noble families, most of whose numbers had been severely 
reduced in the bloody conflicts of the 1520s, Erik had to deal with a new genera-
tion of noble rivals. Moreover, in contrast to his half-brothers, who were born 
from Gustav’s second marriage to a woman from the Swedish high aristocracy, 
Erik was not as closely related to this aristocracy. His mother was a German prin-
cess, and the Vasa dynasty had been a family of lesser nobles, previously supporters 
of the high noble family of Sture. In fact, most of the older Vasa dynasty (Gustav’s 
siblings and parents) had perished in the ‘Stockholm Bloodbath’ or in Danish 
prisons after Gustav led the resistance against Christian II (see Table 4.2). Erik, 
therefore, was more or less isolated from the Swedish aristocracy, even though he 
was the legitimate king. His paranoia that he would suffer from a noble uprising 
led to increasingly radical reactions against the Swedish nobles, especially against 

TABLE 4.2 Vasa kinship networks (simplified, includes adults only)

Generation 1 Erik Johansson Vasa († Stockholm Bloodbath, 1520)
son of Johan Vasa and Birgitta Sture (daughter of a Sture and a Bielke)
m. Cecila Månsdotter Eka (d. 1522): daughter of Måns Eka and Sigrid 

Báner (daughter of a Báner and a Gren)

Generation 2 1. Gustav I (1496–1560)

m1 Katarina of Saxe-Lauenburg (1513–35): daughter of Magnus I, 
Duke of Saxe-Lauenburg, and Catherine of Brunswick-Lüneburg

m2 Margareta Leijonhufvud (1516–51): daughter of Erik 
Abrahamsson Leijonhufvud († Stockholm Bloodbath, 1520) and 
Ebba Eriksdotter Vasa, second cousin of King Gustav

m3 Katarina Stenbock (1535–1621): daughter of Gustaf Olofsson 
Stenbock and Brita Eriksdotter Leijonhufvud (the sister of Queen 
Margareta). [no children]

2. Margareta (1497–1536), married a Brahe then a Hoya
3. Magnus (1501–29)
4. Anna (1503–45), a nun
5. Märta (1507–22)
6. Emerentia (1507–22)

Generation 3 1. Erik XIV (1533–77) m. Karin Månsdotter

Half-siblings:

2. John III (1537–92) m1. Katarina Jagiellonica; m2. Gunilla Bielke
3. Katarina (1539–1610) m. Edward II of East Friesland
4. Cecila (1540–1627) m. Christopher of Baden
5. Magnus (1542–95)—not married, no issue, early insanity
6. Anna (1545–1610) m. Georg Johan of Pfalz-Veldenz
7. Sophia (1547–1611) m. Magnus II of Saxe-Lauenburg
8. Elizabeth (1549–97) m. Christopher of Mecklenburg
9. Charles IX (1560–1611) m1. Maria of the Palatinate; m2. Kristina 

of Holstein-Gottorp

(continued)
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Generation 4 Children of Erik XIV:

1. Gustav (1568–1607)
2. Sigrid (1566–1633)

Children of John III, mg1:

1. Sigismund (1566–1632)
2. Anna (1568–1625)

Children of John III, mg2:

3. John (1589–1618)

Children of Charles IX, mg1:

1. Katarina (1584–1638)

Children of Charles IX, mg2:

2. Gustav II Adolf (1594–1632)
3. Maria Elisabeth (1596–1618)
4. Karl Filip (1601–22)

Non-Swedish 
maternal kin  
of Eric XIV

Queen Katarina of Saxe-Lauenburg had siblings: Francis, Duke of 
Saxe-Lauenburg (1510–81); Dorothea, Queen of Denmark (1511–71);  
Klara, Duchess of Brunswick-Lüneburg-Giffhorn (1518–76); 
Sophia, Countess of Oldenburg-Delmenhorst (1521–71); and 
Ursula, Duchess of Mecklenburg-Schwerin (1523–77). Her 
father’s siblings: the prince-bishops of Münster and Hildesheim; 
her mother’s siblings: the Duke of Brunswick-Lüneburg and the 
prince-bishop of Minden.

Swedish maternal 
kin of John III 
and Charles 
IX

Queen Margareta Leijonhufvud had siblings: Abraham (1512–56); 
Birgitta (1514–72); Sten (1518–68); and Märta (1520–84).

Of these, Märta Leijonhufvud married Svante Sture the Younger 
(1517–67), and had offspring: Sigrid (1538–1613) married a Bielke; 
Magdalena (1539–1610) married a Stenbock; Anna (1541–95) 
married another Bielke; Nils (1543–67); Sten (1544–65); Erik 
(1546–67); Margareta (1547–1617) married another Bielke; Mauritz 
(1552–92); Karl (1555–98); and Kristina (1559–1619) married a 
Banér.

From these marriages, in the late 1560s, there were five Stenbock 
cousins, six Leijonhufvud cousins, and ten Sture cousins (several of 
whom perished in the Sturemurder of 1567).

Sources: Jan Samuelson, Aristokrat eller förädlad bonde? Det svenska frälsets ekonomi, politik och sociala 
förbindelser under tiden 1523–1611 (Lund: Lund University Press, 1993), 160–61 (Table 24); 162–63 
(Table 25); Michael Roberts, The Early Vasas. A History of Sweden, 1523–1611 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1968), 470; Herman Hofberg, Frithiof Heurlin, et  al., eds, Svenskt biografiskt han-
dlexikon: Alfabetiskt ordnande lefnadsteckningar af Sveriges namnkunniga män och kvinnor från Reformationen till 
nuvarande tid, 2 vols (Stockholm: Albert Bonniers Förlag, 1906).

TABLE 4.2 (continued)

the Sture family, a growing reliance on counsellors from the commons, and an 
increased use of the parliament, which in Sweden included peasants, instead of the 
noble-dominated royal council. In regard to elements of an emerging national cul-
ture, the deposition of Erik therefore led to a resurgence of influence of the older 
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aristocratic families (now more closely related to the new king, John III), but also 
to the wide acceptance of the parliament as the key political institution responsible 
for the legitimisation of a change of rulership.

Sigismund Vasa followed his father, John III, as king in 1592. His mother was 
the Polish-Lithuanian princess, Catherine Jagiellonica. Sigismund had been born in 
1566, at a time when his parents were imprisoned at Gripsholm Castle in Sweden 
by Erik XIV. The conflict between Erik and his brother John was based on John’s 
aspiration to establish a mostly autonomous realm in his dukedom of Finland, 
which was part of the Kingdom of Sweden but had several laws making it virtually 
independent from the main political body. This, combined with John’s explicitly 
forbidden negotiations (for his marriage) with Poland-Lithuania at a time when 
Sweden and Poland-Lithuania were fighting for dominance in the Baltic region, 
made John a danger to a unified Swedish crown, and he was (with the support 
of the Council) imprisoned by Erik.12 While Sigismund was still a child, John 
deposed Erik and became king of Sweden himself. John’s kingship, though mostly 
dependent on aristocratic acceptance and more or less a dominium politicum et regale, 
was also shaped by his ambition to reach out across the Baltic Sea and estab-
lish a Swedish–Polish personal union under his rule. As the husband of a Polish  
princess—Catherine, the youngest sister of the last Jagiellonian monarch—he was 
a serious (but unsuccessful) candidate in the elections of 1572–73 and 1575.13 After 
the death of the victor of the 1575 election, Stephen Báthory, in 1586, John 
promoted not his own candidacy but that of his twenty-year-old son, Sigismund. 
This time the Swedish candidate was successfully elected king of Poland-Lithuania, 
against Maximilian of Austria. It was considered in Sigismund’s favour that he 
spoke Polish (his mother’s tongue), was closely related to the Jagiellonians (his 
maternal aunt, the widow of Stephen Báthory, supported him after the death of 
his mother in 1583), and was a Catholic.14 This last factor requires explanation: 
how could the heir to the Swedish throne, a kingdom officially Protestant since 
1527, have grown up Catholic? This too was due to his Polish mother, who was 
obviously not only influential in choosing the name “Sigismund” for her son—the 
name of her father and her brother, both Polish kings—and a name without any 
tradition in Sweden, but who had also taught him her language and her religion. 
After John III became Swedish king in 1569 (when Sigismund was two-and-a-half 
years old), the Swedish council repeatedly tried to influence the young prince’s 
education, especially his religious education, but were not successful.15 Nor did 
they have much help from the King himself: due to his ambition to reach out across 
the Baltic Sea and become an ally—if not king—of Poland-Lithuania, John III also 
displayed leanings towards Catholicism, or at least to theological attempts to reunite 
Protestantism and Catholicism.16

By 1587, Prince Sigismund was ruling as Sigismund III in Poland-Lithuania, 
and his father, John III, in Sweden. Since a personal union between the Catholic 
Polish-Lithuanian elective monarchy and the Protestant Swedish hereditary mon-
archy was anticipated, John III and his council made sure to safeguard the Swedish 
Lutheran religion (among other things) in the Articles of Kalmar. These had been 
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agreed already in 1587, before Sigismund was crowned in Poland.17 However, the 
problems of a personal union between these two different realms proved too much 
to handle, especially since none of the political elites of these countries wanted 
to be under one rule. The rule of Sigismund in Poland-Lithuania could mostly 
be considered successful—at the very least, he died in 1632 with the crown on 
his head and his son was elected as his successor. He fit himself into Polish politi-
cal culture even if there were some conflicts, not least because of his continued 
Swedish ambitions. Unfortunately for his Swedish crown, the Swedes did not care 
much for Sigismund’s Polishness, just as they had not wanted a Danish king—they 
wanted a Swedish king. By this time, Swedish political culture had become even 
more precisely defined, aside from merely not being Danish, as a realm possessing 
a parliament with sufficient strength to have enacted so many royal depositions.

Foreignness, religion, and political representation as 
dynastic battlefields

When John III died in 1592, his son Sigismund became the new Swedish king—
despite not having seen his country of birth for five years—due to a law of 1544 
that formally established the monarchy as hereditary. He nevertheless continued 
his absences from Sweden due to requirements of his Polish throne: aside from 
the practical need to establish his rule in Poland, it was also a condition of his 
elected kingship in Poland that he not leave the country without the acceptance 
of the Polish Sejm, or parliament.18 In his seven years of formal reign (1592–99),  
Sigismund spent only around fourteen months on Swedish territory. His 
Catholicism and perceived foreignness were thus the main reasons why his uncle 
Charles succeeded in representing him as an alien to Sweden, and thus unfit to 
wear the crown.

From the very start, Sigismund took nearly a year after his accession to the 
Swedish crown in November 1592 to come to Sweden, and when he did arrive, 
in September 1593, he spent less than a year and left for Poland again in August 
1594. Nevertheless, in this time, all the necessary dynastic and royal rituals were 
performed: he attended the burial of his father, the former king, and had him-
self crowned and swore an oath to respect Swedish Protestantism. Compared to 
other personal unions of the time, his rule in Sweden should have come without 
problems since he was born a Swede, the oldest son of the former king, spoke the 
language, knew the country and the people, was related through his father to most 
of the Swedish aristocracy, and had spent the first twenty years of his life in the 
Kingdom.19 However, two areas especially turned out to be political battlefields on 
which his father’s brother, Duke Charles, could fight for more political influence 
in the Swedish realm: confession and representation.

Sweden had been Protestant since the reign of Gustav I, who enforced 
Protestantism as a means for his own political ends, mostly to enable him to repay 
foreign aid in his war against Christian II in the 1520s. This led to a confessional 
situation that endured until the end of the sixteenth century which Matthias Asche 
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has called “basically open”.20 Large parts of the population, especially in peripheral 
regions outside of the Swedish centre around Lake Malar, still included strongly 
Catholic and pagan elements like pilgrimages, cults of saints, or magical practices 
in their religious life.21 From the 1560s, under the reigns of Erik XIV and John III, 
the confessional question came under more intense scrutiny, and different ideas, 
from Lutheranism and Calvinism to Philippism and even Catholicism (supported 
by Jesuits at John’s court, for example), were considered but not yet resolved.22 
This “openness” resulted from a combination of influences: a theological indiffer-
ence by Gustav I, who was mostly interested in the economic and political effects 
of reformation; the Calvinist leanings of two of Gustav’s sons (Erik and Charles); 
Catholic leanings from a third son (John); a predominantly Lutheran clergy in the 
bigger towns; and a slow implementation of the newer reformed ideas in the rest 
of Sweden, where it mixed with several older religious ideas and practices. This 
variety of theological influences made Sweden a multi-confessional kingdom in 
which, until the 1590s, nothing was definite and every outcome was still possible.

This openness came to an end with the “Uppsala Synod” (Uppsala Kyrkomöte) 
in March 1593. This meeting, however, can be viewed also as the first step by 
Duke Charles to alienate King Sigismund. Charles, who ironically was more of 
a Calvinist himself, had called for this meeting to safeguard the Lutheran religion 
against the new Catholic king. He was originally supported by several nobles and 
four of the seven Swedish bishops. More than 300 clerics came to Uppsala, and 
decided that Sweden should adhere to the Augsburg Confession of 1530. In the 
following months of 1593, the decisions of Uppsala were signed by all bishops, 
council members, more than 200 nobles, more than 1,500 clerics, and representa-
tives from all Swedish provinces and counties.23

Before Sigismund could even think about whether he wanted to push for counter- 
reformation in Sweden or not, Charles had thus struck pre-emptively with this 
church meeting. While most of Sweden’s population was not certain of the confes-
sional differences, the clerics were more decided. The bishops were predominantly 
Lutheran, as were most of the lower clergy. And while the religious practice of the 
population more generally may not have been clear, there was certainly a consen-
sus for anti-popery.24 In this case, anti-popery should be understood as opposition 
to the imagined political influence of the pope in domestic affairs rather than 
opposition to Catholic beliefs. In this, Sweden was quite like seventeenth-century 
England, where people might not have known exactly what Catholicism was in its 
theological detail, but were convinced that the pope was the Antichrist.25 This fear 
of popery and confirmation of the Protestant confession was made absolutely obvi-
ous in the declaration of the Swedish parliament when they deposed Sigismund 
in 1599: he was accused of following “popish doctrine” and trying to establish a 
“foreign rule [with] violence and tyranny”.26 Interestingly enough, it is not known 
if Sigismund would have actually tried for counter-reformation. There were 
some signs, but he did not get the chance to implement anything in Sweden.27 
On the surface, he accepted the resolutions of the Uppsala church meeting in 
1593.28 However, although forbidden to do so, he appointed Catholic nobles as his  
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representatives in Stockholm and elsewhere. Since these were nobles from the 
most respectable families, this should not have been a problem. Even in England 
at its most hysterical there remained Catholic noble families in power throughout 
the early modern period. That it was different in Sweden is a signifier of another 
political battle taking place.

The resolution of the confessional question in Sweden at the church meeting 
of Uppsala is thus connected to another problem between Sigismund and Charles, 
which related directly to the developing Swedish political identity: the question 
of political influence and political representation. As with the closure brought to 
the “open” confessional situation, Charles used an old conflict between different 
political groups to establish a new consensus and to limit Sigismund’s influence 
and political power. In this case, the problem had its roots in late-medieval politi-
cal culture when Sweden could be described as an “aristocratic monarchy”.29 The 
dominium politicum et regale which was favoured by most of the political elite came, 
however, to a brutal end in the ‘Stockholm Bloodbath’ (and other such events) 
which dealt a nearly fatal blow to the Swedish political elite.30 Important political 
leaders, including bishops, were killed (if they had not fallen already in the war 
against Christian II before), and their wives, sisters, mothers, and children were 
taken prisoner and brought to Denmark. This was also part of why Gustav I could 
establish the Swedish kingdom anew without much aristocratic opposition. Starting 
in the 1550s, however, a new generation had emerged which tried to re-establish 
their families’ former political role, especially through the means of the royal coun-
cil (riksråd).31 In the meantime, the parliament (riksdag), with representatives from 
the aristocracy, the clergy, the towns, and miners, as well as peasants, had become 
a political institution which connected the crown to the people. Furthermore, 
Gustav I introduced in 1556–57 a new concept in Swedish territorial organisa-
tion: dukedoms. After Gustav’s death, all of his sons were given a territory within 
Sweden to rule over, with the explicit condition that they would have to act in 
the interests of Sweden as a whole in regard to domestic and foreign policy.32 This 
concept did not work, and was dropped again early in the seventeenth century, but 
in the second half of the sixteenth century it proved to be particularly troublesome 
for Erik XIV, John III, and finally, for Sigismund.

Charles, youngest son of Gustav I, was given the dukedom of Södermanland, 
and John the dukedom of Finland. The challenge of how such dukedoms should 
be ruled separately yet remain incorporated into the realm of Sweden was a cen-
tral component of the relationship between Erik and John, and would continue 
to disturb the relationship between John and Charles after the deposition of Erik. 
This problem then continued under the reign of Sigismund. Additionally, since 
Sigismund had to spend much of his time in Poland-Lithuania, the situation was 
only made worse for the crown. In Södermanland, which is part of the heartland of 
Sweden, Duke Charles managed to establish his own court where he implemented 
his own politics, different from those of his brother John and, later, his nephew 
Sigismund. In particular, by means of religious tolerance he brought Calvinist (and 
other) refugees to his dukedom, which led to economic and technological gains 
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in mining.33 The conflict between these four groups (King Sigismund, the coun-
cil, the parliament, and Duke Charles) intermingled with the confessional conflict 
as well as with other conflicts of this time, notably the war against Russia on 
Sweden’s eastern border in Finland and the resulting Finnish “Cudgels War”.34

To bring a bit of analytical order in the different groups and interests of the 
1590s, the above-mentioned groups will be treated mostly as united parties, even 
though there were, of course, also differences within each group. Therefore, it 
could be said that in the conflict between crown (Sigismund) and duke (Charles), 
the parliament generally supported Charles, and the council (including much of 
the Swedish aristocracy) supported Sigismund, both as the legitimate king and 
also because Charles had managed to fall out with quite a lot of Swedish nobles.35 
Charles was able to gather around him much of the clergy, the peasants, the min-
ers from Dalarna, and some of the towns—though not Stockholm—and to be 
chosen as new Riksföreståndare, a lieutenant-governor for the whole of Sweden, 
a position which had previously been used under Danish rule in the Union of 
Kalmar, but which was often more of an anti-king.36 From this new position of 
power, Charles—now after the church meeting of Uppsala a Protestant champion 
as well as champion of the common man—called for several meetings of the parlia-
ment to further establish Protestantism on all levels, closing even the last Catholic 
convent of the Bridgettine Order in 1595.37 In all this, Charles always emphasised 
that he had only the well-being of Sweden in mind. He did not strongly argue 
against Sigismund himself, but against Sigismund’s governors and the nobles who 
supported him. Charles managed to establish himself as leader of political opinion 
for Swedes, especially clerics worried about counter-reformation, and for Swedes 
worried about an absentee monarch, and about too much noble influence. Charles 
legitimated a subsequent military conflict (1598–99) against Sigismund, who was 
supported by the Swedish nobles, with the argument that only he was truly sup-
porting the King, whom the nobles were in fact working against by giving bad 
counsel: they were “unruly, untrue people [. . . and] disloyal counsellors”.38 In 
this way, he increased the gap between the aristocratic council and parliament, 
which was dominated by commons and clergy. Usually, the aristocracy was also 
represented in the parliament, and had quite a lot of influence; but since the parlia-
ments of 1595 and 1597 were declared illegal by Sigismund, his chief supporters 
in Sweden stayed away and left the political field open to Charles and his supporters.39 
The parliaments of 1595 and 1597 became the arena in which Charles could pre-
sent himself as a champion for Protestantism and for the common man, a task 
made even easier by the opposition, who stayed away according to the wishes of 
Sigismund. In this way, these parliaments became anti-aristocratic and Lutheran, 
characteristics which would soon define Swedish political culture more generally.

In 1598, Sweden was a country on the verge of civil war. In the summer of 
that year, Sigismund finally came to Sweden again, this time with an army to put 
Charles in his place. On his side were most of the nobility, some of the southern 
provinces and Finland, which nonetheless was too far away to really get involved. 
Sigismund had thus the more traditional support, whereas Charles had the clergy, 
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parliament, most of the peasants and townspeople, and especially the ever-rebellious 
miners of Dalarna on his side.40 In the battle of Stångebro on 25 September 1598, 
Charles’ army won a decisive victory. This did not, however, mean that Sigismund 
lost his throne. Charles and his supporters wanted to enforce their vision of how 
the future Swedish kingdom should be. Besides being Swedish (instead of Polish-
Lithuanian) and Lutheran, and with an influential parliament, Sweden should also 
remain a hereditary monarchy. And although it would be a monarchy limited 
and controlled by the parliament and laws, Sigismund was still the uncontested 
legitimate monarch. Thus, in the truce between Charles and Sigismund there was 
a condition that Sigismund should remain in Sweden for the time being until a 
new parliament could be called. Under the leadership of Sigismund and Charles, it 
would deal with all the problems raised by the allegedly disloyal noble counsellors. 
These counsellors would be brought to court and judged by neutral, foreign (that 
is, non-Swedish and non-Polish) nobles.41

At this critical moment, Sigismund made a mistake and in some ways 
proved that ruling over a composite state would be too difficult. The challenge 
Sigismund came up against was simply that of being in two kingdoms at once. 
He had already expressed this problem in February 1598 in a complaint against 
Charles, who should have supported his absent king, rather than exacerbating the 
problem.42 This general challenge of composite monarchies was enhanced in the 
case of Poland-Lithuania and Sweden since one kingdom insisted on the pres-
ence of the king and the other kingdom developed (under the strong guidance 
of a member of the royal family) a strong political national identity. The mistake 
Sigismund made was that he left Sweden for Poland-Lithuania and even handed 
over his supporting counsellors to Charles. For whatever reason Sigismund left 
Sweden, it decided his fate as monarch to this kingdom. This action reinforced 
the belief that Sigismund was already too Polish, too Catholic, and not loyal 
enough to his Swedish subjects. Consequently, in July 1599, the Swedish parlia-
ment deposed Sigismund, but only after several times requesting that he come 
back to Sweden.43 In this, the idea of a limited monarchy with a legitimate king 
remained stronger than anything Charles may or may not have wanted for the 
exercise of his own authority.

Political identity and the change of rulers of 1599

The civil war in Sweden had ended with the loss of the power of the aristocracy 
and that of the legitimate king. The new ruler, Charles IX, enforced a vision 
of Swedishness which was from then on used as self-identification and in many 
ways was embodied by Charles’ son, Gustav II Adolph, the Protestant hero of the 
Thirty Years’ War. Although he did not formally accept the crown until 1604, 
until Sigismund’s younger half-brother John formally renounced his rights, after 
1599 Charles had the Herculean task of bringing order and peace to a politically 
riven country, for which of course his own actions were mostly responsible. He 
started by literally removing all the remaining opposition, i.e. the nobles who had 



Sigismund as foreigner in his own kingdom 97

supported Sigismund. In the years leading up to 1605, there were several execu-
tions of aristocratic leaders who were handed over after Sigismund’s return to 
Poland-Lithuania.44 But Charles also tried to bring legitimacy to his rule by delay-
ing his own acceptance of the crown until after the above-named John declined, 
leaving his uncle Charles legitimately as the next heir.45 Reforms in law, politics, 
and administration helped to transform the new political identity of Sweden into 
concrete institutions and actions.46

Connecting the new Sweden with old Swedish traditions like performing the 
Eriksgata, a circuit through the core regions of Sweden, also helped to establish 
Charles IX as new ruler.47 The complete replacement of the old council with 
a new one with less influence tightened the new political system with a strong 
crown, limited by several conditions such as adherence to the Lutheran faith and 
a dependence on popular support represented by the parliament, and a more con-
trolled, weaker aristocracy.48

The events of the 1590s, and the deposition of Sigismund, showed that not 
only had Duke Charles succeeded in establishing a Swedish national identity and in 
linking himself with it, but also that Sigismund had failed completely at represent-
ing himself as Swedish. Sigismund, although born and raised in Sweden, appeared 
in the 1590s as too Polish and too Catholic. His actions confirmed his foreignness. 
And foreignness was, in countries with a developing national identity, perceived 
as a threat, even though composite states were still the norm in Europe. Charles’ 
efforts were part of a long-term development, in which the change of rulership 
established a Swedish political culture which was then in turn used to legitimise 
the change.
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5
FREE ELECTION, DIVINE  
PROVIDENCE, AND CONSTITUTION

Legitimacy of royal power in the early  
modern Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth

Jolanta Choińska-Mika and Katarzyna Kuras

When in January 1572, quite unexpectedly at this time of year, a ferocious storm 
hit the capital city of Cracow, a number of contemporaries saw it as a por-
tent of difficulties and serious problems that would befall the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth in the coming year. The following months seemed to confirm 
those fears—a wave of famine struck as early as March, and later, in different parts of 
the country, an epidemic broke out. But even the natural phenomena and disasters 
did not frighten the citizens as much as the death of King Sigismund II Augustus 
in the first days of July. The chronicler of this time, Marcin Bielski, wrote: “his 
death frightened the Crown [i.e. the state], for he did not leave any offspring”. The 
King died childless, and with his death the male line of the Jagiellonian dynasty 
expired, the family which (again quoting Marcin Bielski) “had happily reigned for 
two hundred years”.1

The expiration of the dynasty, which had rooted itself so well in the national 
memory, caused great sadness and grave concern about the future of the country. 
During the life of Sigismund Augustus no contingency plans had been developed 
for the future of the Polish-Lithuanian throne in the event of a death of a child-
less monarch. With the death of Sigismund Augustus, the Commonwealth and 
its citizens were therefore faced with a myriad of threats. The appearance of a 
comet in the sky further heightened the mood of horror. The citizens were afraid 
of disintegration of the Commonwealth; just three years had passed since the 
Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania had become unified into 
in a dual body, and separatist sentiments remained among part of the Lithuanian 
elite. They also feared an outbreak of religious conflict—the Commonwealth 
was at that time a multi-ethnic and multi-denominational country. Indeed, King 
Sigismund Augustus was regarded as the guarantor of the peaceful coexistence 
of different churches, religious peace, and state unity. He crafted a set of highly 
sophisticated policies, which, on the one hand, would comply with the Catholic 
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Church’s position and, on the other, would ensure religious freedom for all citi-
zens.2 It was thanks to this dual commitment, coupled with careful diplomacy, 
that Poland and Lithuania experienced a time of relative security and stability 
in highly unstable and tension-ridden times, escaping the religious wars which 
plagued other European countries.

In addition to these problems, a number of extremely important issues regarding 
the future of the throne had to be resolved. Among them, an answer to the most 
important questions had to be found: How to set up a new ruler on the throne? 
Who, when, where, and following what procedures? How should the country 
function during the interregnum? How can public order and safety be maintained, 
as upon the death of the king all law courts stopped functioning? Finally, who 
should assume supreme authority during the interregnum or become an “inter-
rex”, the ruler between kings?

This chapter explores the ways in which the noble citizens responded to these 
questions, by establishing the so-called “free election”—a unique mode of elect-
ing the monarch that distinguished the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth from 
the rest of early modern Europe. We argue that this early model, based on a true 
commitment to republican ideals, ensured unprecedented levels of civic politi-
cal engagement. In a paradoxical reversal, due to a complex web of internal and 
external socio-political developments of the eighteenth century, this highly par-
ticipatory model later gave way to the establishment of a hereditary monarchy, 
accomplished in the 3 May 1791 Constitution. This development, paradoxical 
yet in tune with Enlightenment ideas shaping the European political sphere, was 
accompanied by a secularisation of notions of legitimacy and power, a trans-
formation that reflected the wider ideological changes in the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth and its political nation.

The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth after the Union of 
Lublin (1569) and the origins of the free election

The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was founded in 1569 by virtue of the 
Union of Lublin signed by two separate states: the Kingdom of Poland and the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania. The two had been in a political relationship from 
the late fourteenth century, since the conclusion of the so-called Union of 
Krewo (1385) and the accession to the Polish throne of the Lithuanian Prince 
Jagiello. For most of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries this relationship was 
merely a personal union.3

The Union of Lublin united two countries ruled by the same dynasty but with 
different political experiences. From the beginning of the fifteenth century, the 
Kingdom of Poland was an elective monarchy; however, the election was limited 
to the members of the Jagiellonian family. The Lithuanian throne, in contrast, 
was hereditary. The Kingdom of Poland had a quite long tradition, dating back 
to the fourteenth century, of participation in power by noblemen4 (members of 
the political nation), and a well-functioning parliamentary system. It consisted of 
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a bicameral Diet (or Sejm) and a network of regional, local assemblies or dietines. 
These institutions arose at the start of the fifteenth century, and in the ensuing dec-
ades gained a permanent place in the political system of the state. The crowning of 
this process was the decision of the Sejm of Radom in 1505 to adopt the so-called 
Nihil novi constitution. Under this system, any new law concerning public affairs 
(very broadly defined) had to be approved by the king, senators, and noble deputies. 
Thus the parliament became an inherent component of the decision-making pro-
cesses and also the highest legislative authority in the Kingdom.

These processes were inspired by and embedded in a highly specific ideo-
logical context, one that combined classical history and culture, the works of  
St Thomas Aquinas and John of Salisbury, and the medieval constitutionalist 
movement. Those traditions gave birth to the early modern republican ideology 
and an extensive system of civic values. Among them, the key idea was the concept 
of Res publica—a community of citizens, united by rights, privileges, and common 
responsibilities. On the long list of ideological principles, a very important place 
was occupied by the belief in the sovereignty and supremacy of the common law.5

Lithuanian parliamentarism had a much shorter pedigree and was largely 
shaped by the earlier developments in Poland. It was not until the second half 
of the sixteenth century that, under the direction of King Sigismund Augustus, a 
network of local assemblies, with the right to send their delegates to the Diet, was 
established in Lithuania. Lithuanian noblemen were also much less independent 
and active than their Polish counterparts. Magnates—representatives of promi-
nent aristocratic families—had a decisive role in the political life of Lithuania. 
These differences between the political traditions of the Kingdom of Poland and 
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania became even more pronounced during the inter-
regnum period, shaping the course of events in that year. The interregnum of 
1572–73 was the first joint political experience for Poland and Lithuania. The 
noble citizens of the Kingdom of Poland were the spiritus movens of the projects 
undertaken at that time, while Lithuanians for quite a long time merely observed 
the course of events with detachment.6

The death of the King in 1572 was an impulse which triggered a massive wave 
of civic activity. Noblemen, concerned with the fate of the state, began establish-
ing an extraordinary form of local government: the so-called “confederacies”. 
The first ones came into being as early as July 1572. Their mission was to maintain 
order and security in regional communities and the surrounding areas. For this 
purpose, special emergency courts (the so-called kaptury) were established. The 
confederations also made decisions concerning voluntary taxation of the local 
nobility for security purposes. By the end of 1572, the whole country was covered 
with a network of such local associations which should be regarded as a remark-
able manifestation of the responsibility of citizens for their communities and the 
self-organising capacity of the nobility.

Simultaneously the matters concerning the future of the Polish-Lithuanian 
throne, especially those related to a prospective election, its legal and social 
framework, were discussed at regional and supra-regional meetings. Indeed, who 
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should be entitled to participate in the election was on the top of the list of ques-
tions to be decided.

Previously, during the reign of the Jagiellonian dynasty, the outcome of royal 
elections had been decided by a narrow group of senators and high-ranking dig-
nitaries. In 1538, the Diet allowed minor nobility to participate in the election, 
but the provisions of this act were vague.7 The Union of Lublin decreed the joint 
election of the monarch of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth,8 but did not 
contain specifications about the nature of this election. It is no wonder that the 
Polish nobility feared that this time, just as had happened in the past, its role in 
the election process would be limited to a minimum—merely the acceptance of 
decisions taken by a smaller group. Yet they aspired to much more than that. 
Therefore, the right to participate in the election of the king became one of the 
more important questions to be decided during the interregnum.9 The senators 
did not necessarily support the claims of the wider nobility, and some of them 
wanted to preserve the status quo. However, a remarkable wave of activity of the 
local noble communities quickly made the senators aware that the nobility was not 
going to give up its higher expectations: they wanted real, and not just nominal 
participation in the selection of the monarch, signalling that any decisions taken 
only by the elite would not be accepted.

Political debate during the interregnum took place not only during local or 
regional meetings. Equally important were the discussions in the “media” carried 
out with the help of contemporaneous tools: political writings and journalism. 
Mostly anonymous brochures and polemics were circulated throughout the coun-
try.10 The authors discussed not only current affairs and disputes; they were also 
making numerous reform proposals, and voicing their opinions and thoughts on 
the political system of the Commonwealth. They evaluated possible candidates for 
the Polish throne and discussed the benefits and damages that could result from 
their respective election. The sheer number and the diversity of these texts and 
their subject matter bears further witness to the great interest of contemporary 
public opinion in the affairs of state and the desire for participation in decisions 
which could affect their lives.

This general context as well as direct pressures made by a nobility impatient 
with the protracted interregnum motivated the rival camps to action. The agree-
ment was finally reached in the autumn of 1572 at the congress held in Kaski 
(October). According to the decisions of that meeting the role of Interrex passed 
to the Primate of Poland, the Archbishop of Gniezno, Jakub Uchański. The sena-
tors also accepted the idea of involving the wider masses of nobles in the electoral 
process. This resulted in the emergence of the concept of electio viritim (“one vote 
for each man”), promoted by senator Piotr Zborowski (the palatine, or governor, 
of Sandomierz province), as opposed to a representational vote, one for each of 
the local dietines.

The details concerning the implementation of the electio viritim were decided 
a few months later, in January 1573, at a meeting convened in Warsaw, called 
the “convocation” (konwokacja). It was attended by senators and delegates from 
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all lands and provinces, nominated by their local assemblies. The decisions that 
were taken in Warsaw during the convocation paved the way for a new chapter 
in the history of the Polish-Lithuanian state. They confirmed the right of every 
nobleman to participate in the election of the monarch, setting Kamień, a village 
near Warsaw, as the place for the election, as well as the date (May) for the elec-
tion. One major achievement (after long and heated disputes) was the signing by 
all participants of an obligation to respect religious differences and foster mutual 
tolerance between dissidentes de religione.11 This act, unprecedented on a European 
scale, proved that, for the noblemen, the security of the Commonwealth was more 
important than religious differences.

On 5 April 1573 an elective congress began in the fields of suburban Warsaw. 
Crowds of nobility attended. There were approximately 30,000 people, which is a 
huge number, though several times smaller than some nineteenth-century historians 
claimed.12 Before the actual election, however, the rules that would guarantee the secu-
rity and order in the election field had to be laid down. A number of prohibitions were 
imposed (for example, a ban on carrying weapons and drinking alcohol) and severe 
penalties for breaking them were introduced. The election itself consisted of two stages. 
First, each palatinate (district) elected their representatives (a fixed number)—electors 
who would vote on their behalf. Second, the electors proceeded to vote while making 
sure that the interests of their districts were protected. Discussions seeking compromise 
played an extremely important part in the whole process.

In 1573, there were several candidates competing for the Polish crown. French 
diplomacy turned out to be most effective in their efforts and the French candidate—
Henry, duc d’Anjou, brother of King Charles IX of France—gained the acceptance 
of those present in the election field.13 The decision was announced on 11 May. The  
actual outcome of the election was the result of time-consuming negotiations.  
The counting of the votes was in a sense a mere formality.

The Henrician Articles: a quasi-constitution?

In parallel to the discussions about the candidates, the noblemen developed a list of 
terms that had to be accepted by the newly elected monarch. The noblemen referred 
to the traditional custom of “confirmatio iuris”, confirming the rights of the Kingdom 
by the monarch assuming the throne. These efforts resulted in the Henrician 
Articles,14 a collection of regulations setting legal boundaries for the future monarch. 
The Articles also confirmed the basic constitutional rights of the Commonwealth. 
In addition, they preserved extensive legislative prerogatives of the Diet, making 
it a requirement for the king to convene the Diet at least once every two years. 
The monarch was also required to consult the senators for his decisions. Finally, the 
Articles nominated a group of senators-residents who were to constantly remain at 
the king’s side. These would offer advice and, at the same time, ensure that the mon-
arch was acting in accordance with the law.

Moreover, the Articles stressed the inviolable principle of electio viritim. All future 
rulers were to be elected in this way. On the social level, the Articles reaffirmed 
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the principle of tolerance between different faiths and denominations, committing 
the monarch to the maintenance of religious peace in the country. The last point 
of the document guaranteed citizens the right to renounce obedience to the king 
if he would break any of the sworn Articles. This provision therefore introduced 
the principle of political responsibility of the monarch, highlighting both the sov-
ereignty and the primary role of law in the country.

However, this “constitution” prepared by the Polish nobility was difficult for 
Henry d’Anjou to accept. In particular, he did not agree to the point forcing him 
to ensure religious peace. Nevertheless, after dramatic negotiations between the 
Polish and French delegations in Paris, Henry promised to swear the Articles at 
the time of his coronation in Cracow. But matters took a different turn. Although 
Henry was crowned (25 February 1574), he skilfully managed to postpone swear-
ing the Articles. Henry’s rule lasted only a few months. At the news of the death 
of his brother, Charles IX (30 May 1574), the King secretly left Poland during the 
night of 18/19 June and returned to France. For the noble citizens, the disappear-
ance of the recently elected monarch was a great surprise and threw everything 
into total confusion. Not much was known about whether the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth was in a state of regnum or interregnum.

After several months of fruitless waiting for the return of the King, and numer-
ous attempts to persuade him to return, the nobles, impatient with Henry’s attitude, 
took matters into their own hands. At the congress in Stężyca (May–June 1575) a 
second interregnum was officially announced.15 It is worth emphasising that it was 
more turbulent than the previous one and ended in a walk-out on the election field 
and consequently a double election. Eventually it was Anna Jagiellon (the older 
sister of Sigismund Augustus) and Stephen Báthory, prince of Transylvania, who 
as a married couple were crowned and took power, swearing at the same time the 
Henrician Articles.16 Those supporting Anna Jagiellon’s candidacy strongly empha-
sised her “native” Jagiellonian origins and heritage, regarding them as the most 
important arguments in favour of her candidacy—her advantage and a firm guar-
antee of her ability to rule the country in a proper way.

This reference to “Jagiellonian blood” turned out to be a useful political tool, 
which revealed its persuasive power in public discourse during the third interreg-
num, after the death of Stephen Báthory. In 1587, Sigismund III Vasa was elected 
to the Polish-Lithuanian throne. The son of the king of Sweden, he was a nephew 
of Anna Jagiellon, and it is thanks to her intensive and effective campaigning that 
this eighteen-year-old son of Catherine Jagiellon gained the popular support that 
paved his way to the Polish-Lithuanian throne. During his reign, especially in 
visual propaganda, Sigismund willingly referred to his Jagiellonian heritage, fur-
ther strengthening the already high regard of the public for the Jagiellons and 
Jagiellonian rule.17 When Sigismund III Vasa died in 1632, the only candidate for 
the throne considered by the nobles was his oldest son, Ladislaus. The younger 
son, John Casimir, subsequently gained the royal title as a result of the next free 
election, in 1648. In the decades that followed, this noble attachment to dynastic 
continuity, while at the same time within the framework of electio viritim, continued 
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alongside the nobility’s commitment to play an active role in the decision-making 
process based on the will of free citizens, members of the political body of the 
Commonwealth.

The sacral character of royal power and the  
ceremony of coronation

The sacral character of the power of Polish elective monarchs was not very fre-
quently invoked by the Polish nobility from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. 
Although monarchs used the phrase “by the grace of God”, in fact their power did 
not come from God but resulted from a choice made by the nobles.18 Competitors 
for the throne did not often invoke higher powers since the nobles that gathered 
for the sake of elections were more likely to be persuaded by the candidates’ 
connections and dynastic traditions, which even required some of these to create 
imaginary and fictitious ancestry (for example, the father of Stanislaus Augustus 
Poniatowski claimed to be descended from the Torelli family, Italian aristocrats 
who settled in Poland in the middle of the seventeenth century, thus linking his 
family history to then-fashionable Italian culture and to the glories of ancient 
Rome).19 Where invoking a family tradition was impossible, sometimes the argu-
ment of “a gift from Heaven” was used, and treated as a substitute for the official 
discourse whose objective was to convince the other nobles to cast their vote for 
a specific candidate.

In the history of all free elections in Poland the choice of the king was justi-
fied by a direct intervention of Divine Providence only once. This was in 1669, 
after the abdication of John II Casimir Vasa, since the elections turned out to be 
particularly turbulent and there was no agreement between the nobles and the 
senators as to the choice of the future Polish monarch. Consequently, making 
use of supernatural causes and miraculous events turned out to be necessary. Two 
days before the election, a white dove was seen to circulate over the election 
field. Another omen was even more evident. The Leczyca province observed 
a swarm of spring bees. They were said to have arrived from the east and hurt 
no one; they were extremely gentle. Another version says that these bees found 
Michael Korybut Wiśniowiecki, the future king, and settled beside him (some 
even claimed they formed a figure which bowed to the candidate).20 The con-
temporary author Wespazjan Kochowski commented that it was indeed rare for 
bees to wander about in spring and that this should be read as a message from 
Heaven.21 Bees—a sign of God’s intervention—not only sanctified the election, 
but also predicted the new reign to be rich in honey. In actual fact, Michael 
Korybut Wiśniowiecki was a mediocre ruler and the way he governed hardly 
merited such a divine nimbus, which was nevertheless occasionally referred to in 
the official discourse during his reign.22

At the same time there is no doubt that the events of the late seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries shifted the significance from elections to coronations in the 
process of the legitimisation of royal power. This was caused by immediate political 
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circumstances and was not at all the result of intensive work of Polish theorists of 
state and law. Such was the case of the election Sejm of 1697, following the death of 
John III Sobieski. During the Sejm, Cardinal-Primate Michał Radziejowski, serving 
as the Interrex, pronounced the candidate of France, François-Louis de Bourbon-
Conti, as the winner in the heated election contest. Conti was supported by the 
majority of Polish nobles. The chief runner-up in this election, Frederick Augustus 
I, Elector of Saxony, took advantage of Conti’s delay in setting out for Poland from 
France, and challenged the outcome. When the Saxon arrived in Poland at the 
head of armed forces, his supporters broke into the treasury in the Wawel Castle in 
Cracow, secured the regalia, and succeeded in persuading Stanisław Dabski, Bishop-
Senator of Brześć-Kujawski, to crown the challenger in the Royal Chapel in the 
Wawel, the traditional place for coronations.23 Conti, who had travelled by sea from 
France (and with inadequate support of Louis XIV and his government), made only 
a brief landing at Oliwa on the Baltic coast near Gdańsk, and, hearing of the fait 
accompli, surrendered his claim and ingloriously returned to France.24

In 1697, it was not the number of votes but the coronation that decided the 
candidate’s victory. Although as a result of such a procedure it was necessary to 
pacify the country and to make the nobles gradually accept Frederick Augustus 
(who took the name Augustus II), the fact that the ruler completed all the ele-
ments of the procedure of royal election was a strong argument in his favour. In 
particular, before the ceremony of coronation the Elector of Saxony had publicly 
announced his conversion, so that “the vanity of Catholic nobility was flattered by 
the idea that they had brought about the apostasy from the Lutheranism of the ruler 
of the country which had been the cradle of that ‘heresy’”.25

A similar situation occurred after the death of King Augustus II in 1733. The 
candidates for the Polish throne were: the son of the deceased monarch, Frederick 
Augustus II of Saxony; Stanislaus Leszczyński, the father-in-law of Louis XV of 
France (and a previous claimant of the throne); and a Portuguese prince, the Infante 
Emmanuel (younger brother of King John V). The latter was backed mainly by the 
Commonwealth’s neighbours, who were against the Saxon and French candidates. 
The Poles themselves were not seriously considering the possibility of electing 
the Portuguese Infante; he was too exotic a candidate for noblemen’s tastes. In 
1733, the Interrex, Teodor Potocki, was able to persuade the Convocation Sejm 
of that year to exclude all foreigners from candidacy: in the pamphlets sent out on 
behalf of the Primate, it was argued that only “the Piast”, which meant the Polish 
national candidate (a descendant of the ancient Piast dynasty in a metaphorical, if 
not literal, sense), would govern properly and smartly.26 This did not prevent the 
candidate from the Saxon House from pressing his claim; his supporters distributed 
“Votum” signed allegedly by Pope Clement XIII through which electors would 
be released from the oath to choose “the Piast”.27 As a result, Stanislaus Leszczyński 
and Frederick Augustus of Saxony were elected simultaneously in separate elec-
tions held at Praga and Wola outside Warsaw. The Saxon candidate won around 
4,000 votes, while Leszczyński received 13,000 ballots.28 The difference was con-
siderable, but in 1733 it was not the decisive factor.29
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There is no doubt that the final victory of Frederick Augustus (who took the 
regnal name Augustus III) was secured by Russian help, which also made the quick 
coronation of the new king possible.30 The coronation ceremony took place in 
January 1734 in the Wawel Castle in Cracow. On 15 January, funeral rites were 
held over the coffins of John III Sobieski and Augustus II, and two days later 
Augustus III was crowned king by Bishop Jan Lipski of Cracow. The surviving 
script of the ceremony indicates that it was an exceptionally modest event, but 
it met the requirements of such rites. The biggest problem was a lack of people 
for performing various functions during the ceremony: there were barely enough 
senators to carry the insignia of the King and Queen, and the decoration of the 
Wawel Cathedral was also modest.31

The Polish historian Jacek Staszewski wrote that Augustus III managed to cap-
ture the crown but not the throne.32 The supporters of Stanislaus Leszczyński set 
up a General Confederacy at Dzików in the palatinate of Sandomierz. The con-
federate troops were routed by Russian and Saxon units, while Leszczyński escaped 
to France in dramatic circumstances. As a result of a few months’ struggle, during 
which Russia provided military support, the Saxon candidate finally became king of 
Poland.33 The final reconciliation between Augustus III and the szlachta took place 
over the next few years, during successive Sejm sessions in 1735 and 1736, which 
pacified the country and made the noble subjects accept the new king’s rule. The 
process was long but effective;34 after 1736 the legality of Augustus III’s authority 
was not questioned, and in the Treaty of Vienna of 1738 Stanislaus Leszczyński 
renounced his claim to the Polish throne and recognised Augustus III.35

The last free election, 1764

The last free election, which took place in 1764, was equally problematic. 
Stanislaus Augustus Poniatowski was elected solely as a result of the favouritism 
of the Russian empress, Catherine II, who gave him her political and military 
backing.36 During the competition for the crown, the candidate could not use any 
religious arguments or invoke clear dynastic links, except a distant genealogical 
connection with the Jagiellonian dynasty on the distaff side.37 The voters tried to 
find arguments to accept the imposed candidature, although for some magnates 
even saying the King-elect’s name was considered unpleasant. This was why dur-
ing the service prior to the election, the Bishop of Smoleńsk, Gabriel Wodziński, 
did not mention divine intervention but spoke about the criteria which the candi-
date should meet: “the king’s duty is to be better than others, therefore we need to 
elect a king better than others”.38

During the coronation Sejm, the candidate’s merits were recalled again in the 
speech of the Sejm Marshal, Jacek Małachowski, who mentioned the King-elect’s 
parliamentary career and his political experience.39 The King’s power was therefore 
legitimised by his election (Poniatowski received over 5,000 votes on the election 
field) and the conviction that the candidate met the requirements necessary for a 
monarch.40 The manner in which the election was explained reflected the changes 
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occurring in the noble classes, but it does not mean that the traditional, religious 
legitimisation of royal power was not used in the King’s propaganda. In the long 
run, the monarch could not completely reject the option of using the religious 
argument to strengthen his power or to save an endangered position. Nor did 
the royal entourage shy away from references to tradition. For example, Adam 
Naruszewicz wrote about the King: “Whatever happens, you, beloved Father of 
Our Homeland / Who rules your people by God’s will today . . .”41

A clear change in the applied argumentation occurred only during the Bar 
Confederation, which broke out in 1768 and was directed against Stanislaus 
Augustus, blaming him for the invasion of the Russian army and for his dependence 
on Catherine II. The confederates attempted to remove Poniatowski from power, 
even by means of dethronement and assassination. Interestingly, the confederates did 
not see the King as “anointed by God”, claiming that the defence of religion would 
be one of the Confederation’s (not the King’s) fundamental goals. On 3 November 
1771, the confederates attempted to abduct Stanislaus Augustus, but the abductors 
proved to be exceptionally inept; they lost their way in the dark, scattered, and 
ultimately only one of the forty kidnappers, Jan Kuźma, remained with the King. 
During the night they spent in an abandoned house in Warsaw, Stanislaus Augustus 
convinced Kuźma of the wrongness of his actions and he was safely escorted back 
to Warsaw the following day.42 All the leaders of the abduction were later punished 
as “king killers” (although only one sentence was carried out), and Kuźma was sen-
tenced only to exile, probably as a result of the King’s personal intervention.43

The failed abduction forced the King’s supporters to initiate propaganda activi-
ties referring to tradition and to the religious legitimisation of the power of Polish 
monarchs. Reports about the abduction regularly appeared in the Monitor, a popu-
lar Polish newspaper in the second half of the eighteenth century.44 It was there 
that the events of the night were presented as a miracle for the first time:

The special Divine Providence that always keeps special watch over its 
anointed ones shielded him from heavy fire aimed at him [. . .] and that was 
the first miracle, which God of course had worked [. . .] One of the villains, 
having taken aim with his pistol, shot straight at his head; but Providence 
shielded him so that His Royal Highness did not feel anything but heat on his 
head where the bullet flew past, and that was the second miracle, which God 
of course had worked [. . .] However, he was once cut across the top of his 
head so strongly that it left a wide wound and the bone was chipped, although 
not very deeply, and that was the third miracle, that such a strong cut was 
not fatal [. . .] The horse he was riding fell twice and broke its leg [. . .] and 
that was the fourth miracle, that falling off the horse was not harmful either.45

In the light of this account everything that happened during the night of 3 
November was not a single miracle, but a series of extraordinary events engineered 
by Divine Providence to save the Polish monarch, anointed by God. In subsequent 
accounts published in the Monitor this line of argumentation was continued and the 
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story about the four miracles was repeated and supplemented with further argu-
ments: the fact that the abductors got lost in the dark was also attributed to Heaven 
keeping watch over Stanislaus Augustus; moreover, the monarch survived these 
terrible events as a result of his stout heart, strengthened by supernatural forces. 
The King was not only made out to be a martyr, but also a ruler who was chosen 
by God and enjoyed His special favours.46

Although such an argument seems rather absurd today, it was well thought out. 
It managed to accuse the entire Bar Confederation of regicide, contributing to 
its disgrace as a movement against the natural order and Christian principles. Bar 
confederates lost some of their support in the Commonwealth and opportunities 
to operate abroad, especially in previously supportive France, ruled by Louis XV. 
Europe during the ancien régime could not afford to question the power of a legiti-
mate king and to support regicides, even if they were as inept as the group that 
attempted to abduct Stanislaus Augustus.

The royal court circulated their version far and wide; the account of the King’s 
miraculous survival was published in the magazine Zabawy Przyjemne i Pożyteczne 
(Pastimes Pleasant and Instructive), which had a much less formalised content lay-
out than the Monitor. It also included a reminder that the Bar confederates acted 
against “the Anointed One”, who was saved solely by God’s direct intervention.47 
The ruler’s abduction was also referred to in 1771 by Father Stanisław Konarski, a 
renowned eighteenth-century publicist and author of the famous work On the Means 
of Effective Councils (1760–63), where he presented an extensive concept for reform-
ing Polish parliamentarism.48 Konarski naturally believed the King’s survival to be an 
obvious sign of Divine Providence watching over Stanislaus Augustus Poniatowski, 
and he emphasised that questioning the divine origin of the King’s power was a result 
of a pernicious influence of enlightened ideologies. On the other hand, Konarski 
outlined a very modern, almost enlightened, set of features of a good monarch, who 
should remember that he ruled with the consent of the people.49

The end of free election and the constitution of 3 May 1791

After the First Partition of Poland in 1772, when the country’s territory was con-
siderably diminished, the changes seen in the previous decade accelerated. In the 
analysis and appraisal of Stanislaus Augustus’s reign, the focus shifted to looking for 
his achievements; his leadership of the nation and his participation in the rebuilding 
of the state were emphasised. The King, following the fashion of the period, was 
gradually becoming “first citizen” of the Commonwealth. In 1780, Sejm Marshal 
Antoni Małachowski addressed these words to him:

You have thus accepted a crown of work and hardship and from the 
moment, fortuitous for us, of ascending the throne, you have not stopped 
sacrificing your wealth and your health, devoting persistent effort to making 
Our Homeland, if not completely prosperous, then at least internally ordered 
and close to true happiness.50
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As a result of such a strategy and abandoning the tradition of emphasising the 
sacral nature of power, the King’s position was strengthened, and debates no 
longer included topics which could lead to undermining the prestige of the King’s 
majesty. Although it was therefore understood that according to Natural Law all 
power comes from God, at the same time the increasingly fashionable theory of the 
“social contract” was also accepted.

These tendencies were confirmed by the Four-Year Sejm, during which the 
process of de-sacralisation of the King’s charisma—that is, a divinely conferred 
talent for rule—visibly accelerated. Between 1788 and 1792, Stanislaus Augustus 
continued to become more of a citizen and less the Anointed One (two of the top 
publicists of the period, Hugo Kołłątaj and Stanisław Staszic, contributed to the 
process51). Although during the Sejm proceedings Divine Providence was often 
invoked, religious beliefs were not linked to the monarch but to the problem of 
saving the Commonwealth and the nation. Ultimately, the Constitution adopted 
on 3 May 1791 proclaimed “Stanislaus Augustus, by the grace of God and the will 
of the people, King”,52 while in Article 5 the social contract was directly evoked in 
the words: “All authority in human society takes its origin in the will of the peo-
ple.”53 It was then that a popular slogan was created: “the king with the nation, the 
nation with the king”. This emphasised the new but essential alliance between the 
monarch and his subjects which made the adoption of the Constitution possible.

It is particularly important to note that the Constitution thus reformed the 
executive power, and addressed in depth the issue of succession to the Polish 
throne. For contemporaries this aspect was the most radical reform introduced by 
the Constitution.54 The King’s position was strengthened, and the Constitution 
abolished free elections. This is quite understandable considering what Poles expe-
rienced in the eighteenth century and the fact that in the Age of Enlightenment 
free elections were no longer a sufficient instrument of legitimising the king’s 
power. Although the beginning of Article 7 of the Constitution contains the state-
ment, “We desire and determine that the throne of Poland shall be forever elective 
by families”,55 this was merely a nod towards the traditionally inclined part of the 
Polish nobility. The following sentences, in contrast, directly attack free elections; 
they emphasise that interregnums were periods of considerable chaos in the country 
and opportunities for neighbouring countries to interfere in the Commonwealth’s 
affairs. According to the provisions of the Constitution, the Polish throne would be 
passed on by right of succession; thus, accordingly, Stanislaus Augustus Poniatowski 
became the first hereditary monarch.56 The Constitution created a unique situa-
tion: first, because the King did not have a legitimate son; and second, because 
in ascending the throne in 1764, he had sworn to uphold the Henrician Articles 
which forbade him to transform the elective throne into a hereditary one. At the 
time when the Constitution was adopted, the King was sixty years old; in order 
to avoid the necessity of electing a new ruling house—which would pose the risk 
of internal turmoil and external threat—the authors of the Constitution therefore 
decided to designate a new dynasty: after Stanislaus Augustus’s death, the throne 
was to be taken over by the Elector of Saxony, Frederick Augustus III, King 
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Augustus III’s grandson, as representative of the Saxon House. After Frederick 
Augustus, the Polish throne would then be passed on to his successors. The writers 
of the Constitution, to be thorough, even allowed for the succession, if necessary, 
of the Elector’s daughter, Maria Augusta Nepomucena.57

The revolutionary provisions of the Constitution of 3 May 1791 were never 
enforced. However, the new Constitution reflected the changes in Polish political 
awareness, and in particular a new vision of the legitimisation of power. Interestingly, 
during the proceedings of the last Sejm of the Commonwealth, which was held in 
Grodno in 1793, deputies frequently invoked God’s will, but no one tried to see 
Divine Majesty in Stanislaus Augustus any longer. This is quite understandable; as 
all supporters of the King and the reforms introduced by the Constitution of 3 May 
1791 accepted the social contract theories of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. During the 
Sejm proceedings, the King as “first citizen” was shown utmost respect, as reflected 
in the ceremony of kissing his hand, performed as many as twenty-one times in 
Grodno in 1793 in order to calm down the various disputes.58

Conclusion

The legitimisation of royal power in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
evolved through the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. The idea of electio viritim 
was deeply rooted in republican tradition and values. It embodied noble desire to 
participate in every matter concerning their Commonwealth. Very soon, electio 
viritim was considered one of the most important rights of the nobility; this was 
reflected in its Latin description: pupilla libertatis (“pupil of freedom”).

The need to address the challenges faced by the nation in 1572 and 1573 “liber-
ated” all the positive qualities of the political culture of the nobility that had formed 
in the Jagiellonian era, notably the ability of reaching consensus and respect for the 
law. This commitment was best captured in a quote from the 1548 parliamentary 
speech delivered by the Speaker of the Chamber of Envoys, Jan Sierakowski: “the 
law is the soul of the Republic”, without which “as the body without a soul, no 
Republic can exist”.59 With this belief came, among other things, the conviction of 
the supremacy of law in public life—even the king had to submit to the laws of the 
Kingdom. These assumptions were at the core of the Henrician Articles. Today, 
scholars consider the Articles a form of contract between the elected monarch and 
voters/electors, and even a manifestation of early modern constitutionalism, an 
expression of the desire to describe with law the relationship between the king and 
the citizens, the ruler and the ruled.60 Although the stabilisation and “full” institu-
tionalisation of elective procedures came only with the completion of subsequent 
elections, there is no doubt that it was the adoption of regulations after the death 
of Sigismund Augustus that was the crucial element for the development of the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.

At the same time, in the official discourse, the charisma of each king of Poland 
was formally and traditionally linked to the power established on earth by God. 
These conceptions dominated in the seventeenth century, even though the power 
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of Polish kings was successively weakening.61 The eighteenth century brought 
changes. As a result of irregular elections of August II and August III and the birth 
of the new conceptualisation of the relationship between monarch and subjects in 
enlightened Europe, the process of transformation of the legitimisation of royal 
power began. The real changes occurred during the reign of Stanislaus Augustus 
Poniatowski (elected, like his predecessors, in the election field), when the ruler 
was transformed into the nation’s servant, who, incidentally, perfectly fit the elec-
tive character of the king in the Commonwealth. On the other hand, the nation 
itself was promoted to the rank of sacredness and all pleas for the protection of 
“Divine Providence” involved only the nation. The divine charisma of the king 
was replaced by the nation’s power.62

The eighteenth century was a period when previous methods of legitimis-
ing royal power underwent a crisis and a modern form of monarchy was born. 
As the ideas of the Age of Enlightenment developed, “God’s Grace” was also 
replaced with the nation’s sovereignty in the monarchy’s titulature. In the 
Commonwealth, the problem was particularly important: each of the eighteenth-
century free elections was free in name only; in reality the choice of the monarch 
was not determined by the number of noblemen’s votes but by chance, a speedy 
coronation, or the help of a foreign army. Although each monarch was respected 
and “Divine Providence” was invoked in the official discourse, these efforts did 
not stop a gradual de-sacralisation of the monarchy, which culminated in the 
attempt to abduct King Stanislaus Augustus Poniatowski in 1771. As a result, the 
Commonwealth saw the birth of a new model of legitimisation of monarchy, 
codified in the Constitution of 3 May 1791, which was never enforced due to 
the collapse of the state in the years that followed.

List of Polish monarchs (XVI–XVIII centuries)

Sigismund I the Old (1506–48)

Sigismund II Augustus (1548–72) (sometimes known as Augustus I of 
Poland)

Henry of Valois (1573–74)

Stephen Báthory (1576–86)

Sigismund III Vasa (1587–1632)

Ladislaus IV Vasa (1632–48)

John II Casimir Vasa (1648–68)

Michael I Korybut Wiśniowiecki (1669–73)

John III Sobieski (1674–96)
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Augustus II the Strong of Saxony (1697–1733)

Stanislaus Leszczyński (1704–09, 1733–36)

Augustus III of Saxony (1733–63)

Stanislaus Augustus Poniatowski (1764–95)
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LEGITIMACY THROUGH FAMILY 
TRADITIONS?

The Hanoverians represented as successors  
to the throne of Great Britain

Charlotte Backerra

In the early modern period, personal unions or composite monarchies were the 
dominant form of government. Kings and queens ruling over various people and 
territories bound together only by their personal rule were more common than 
sovereign, territorially united states with only one people.1 At the same time, ideas 
of national identities and specific national cultures began to take root amongst the 
political elites in European kingdoms. These ideas were based on traditions, laws, 
history, religion, literature, and the language specific to a region.2 Most impor-
tantly, these ideas could determine if a new monarch would be accepted on an old 
throne. If notions of divine right of kings and hereditary rights set the standards 
in times of dynastic change, it was the fulfilment of a kingdom’s expectations of 
its rulers which decided the success (or not) of a change in dynasty. Therefore, 
new rulers who came from a different place or culture had to appeal to their new 
subjects by representing themselves as having adapted to the traditions, history, 
and values of the people, or—in more recent scholarly terminology—adapted to 
the national political culture. This chapter will re-examine the well-known but 
still remarkable—because at first glance unlikely—success of a German dynasty in 
eighteenth-century Britain. The basis of analysis will not be parliamentary discus-
sions or court culture, as these have been examined thoroughly by other histori-
ans, such as Andrew Thompson3 or Hannah Smith.4 Rather, the focus will be on 
the adaptation of the Hanoverian dynasty to conform to the national culture—
especially political culture—and expectations of the British Isles. In the following 
chapter, political culture will be seen as the fabric of values and attitudes regulating 
policy.5 These values and attitudes, as well as the discussions and actions by mem-
bers of the political system, can be determined through examining various media, 
not limited to written text, but including visual and material sources. As a case 
study, this chapter will focus on one of these, the medals produced in the context 
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of the Hanoverian Succession, from the time of its first proclamation in 1701 until 
the second, non-contested accession of a Hanoverian king to the throne of Great 
Britain in 1727.

Great Britain and Hanover

The historical context for this chapter is well known: at the turn of the eighteenth 
century, the English parliament adopted the Act of Settlement in 1701 (and in 
Scotland, the Act of Security in 1704). The Act was meant to protect the law 
regarding the Protestant succession of the Bill of Rights, as it was determined 
after the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688. The Act of Settlement excluded the 
Catholic Stuarts, the family of King James II, and especially his son and heir James 
Francis Edward Stuart. Instead, Sophia, Electress of Hanover, granddaughter of 
King James I, was named heir apparent, and her heirs who were Protestant, if 
King William and Princess Anne (who became queen in 1702) would die without 
legitimate children. In 1714, the last Protestant Stuart, Anne, did indeed die with-
out issue, leaving the throne to the House of Hanover. As Electress Sophia died 
before Anne, and her son therefore received the succession, he ruled in a personal 
union as King George I of Great Britain and Ireland and Elector Georg Ludwig of 
Hanover. In 1727, his son Georg August succeeded as King George II and ruled 
for thirty-three years until 1760. George II’s wife Caroline aided the adaptation of 
the dynasty’s image and behaviour until her death in 1736.

The House of Brunswick-Luneburg (Braunschweig-Lüneburg in German), 
also known as Guelph (after the name used by several of its earliest leaders, Welf) 
had ruled their territories in northern Germany since the early Middle Ages. In 
the late seventeenth century, one of the branches of the Guelph dynasty suc-
ceeded in gaining an electorate of the Holy Roman Empire (the ninth), which 
adopted the name Hanover after its capital city (and thus the dynasty also was 
called “Hanoverian”). The reigning duke of Brunswick-Luneburg was elevated 
to the rank of elector by the Emperor Leopold in 1692, in recognition of his 
military and political support.6 The electoral status was, however, contested by 
other princes in the Empire for nearly twenty years, and also by the rest of the 
Guelph dynasty, whose senior branch, Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel, felt this honour 
was due to them instead. At the same time, the new electoral house competed 
with the House of Brandenburg and its new title “king in Prussia” (from 1701) 
to represent the leading Protestant power in the Empire.7

With the personal union, the first two Hanoverian kings had to manage two 
very different territories and the demands of completely different political cultures 
and systems. The electors could rule mostly unlimited within their German elec-
torate, checked only by the estates and bound by the laws of the Holy Roman 
Empire.8 In Great Britain, in contrast, there was a more rigorous system of checks 
and balances, including the permanent participation of both houses of Parliament 
(including a popularly elected House of Commons), an increasingly institutional-
ised government, and a growing public opinion eager to criticise and comment on 
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royal politics.9 This personal union of Great Britain and Hanover has been looked 
at by historians, recent studies covering various spheres, ranging from foreign pol-
icy and international relations involving religious and dynastic policies to scholarly 
exchanges. While much of this was initiated from the British side and with a focus 
on the “new”—at least for Great Britain—dynasty,10 an effort has been made more 
recently in the former lands of the Guelph dynasty to cover the German side of the 
story, with research groups at the University of Göttingen and several exhibitions 
in Hanover in 2014.11

The publicly performed adaptation of the German Guelphs from Brunswick-
Luneburg into a royal dynasty that would be acceptable in the British Isles as 
a process of legitimisation is the core of this analysis. Three areas in which the 
Hanoverians adapted to British political culture in the first half of the eighteenth 
century will be examined: dynasty, religion, and politics, with a special focus on 
the first. Even though Hannah Smith has adeptly drawn attention to the “Georgian 
Monarchy” and their acceptance in British politics and society once they were 
in Britain, this chapter will look at the problems they faced before they arrived 
and in their earliest days, as an ancient dynasty taking over an old but severely 
changed throne and country. As a whole, in Great Britain, the dynastic change was 
accepted, albeit with some exceptions: Jacobites would have preferred a continu-
ous succession of the Stuarts (Catholic or not), while others feared the involvement 
in further European conflicts that had burdened the country under the rule of 
the Dutch King William, who led England against France and Louis XIV in two 
long and costly wars. This opposition, though limited, therefore meant that the 
continuation of the succession in the Hanoverian line was not a given, but had to 
be confirmed by the actions of the first rulers. This has previously been examined 
using written documents; in contrast, material culture has played only a minor role 
in historical research on the subject of political culture.

Medals as sources

Medals are some of the smallest historical sources, but can have profound mean-
ings: they normally combine material—mostly gold, silver, and copper—with 
symbols or pictures and quite often a short phrase to emphasise the medal’s mean-
ings. Medals are not coins, but two-sided artistic representations commemorating 
a person or an event in durable material. In comparison to written texts, they 
carry subtexts through the material they are made of. Most images and symbols 
on medals work in different cultural and linguistic contexts without needing an 
actual translation. In this way, they are different from memoirs or pamphlets, the 
other commonly used media in interpreting early modern political culture. The 
design of a medal embodies the political and historical background of its produc-
tion, symbolic meanings of images, and letters, as well as artistic arrangements and 
structures. The inscriptions, often in Latin, but sometimes, as in some of the medals 
presented in this chapter, also in vernacular languages, underline the meaning of 
the illustrations.
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Invented in the Italian Renaissance period after the fashion of ancient Roman 
coins, commemorative medals became popular in court society and other parts of 
elite European societies. Until other types of souvenirs took their place in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, medals were produced, distributed, and 
collected widely. They were sold in large quantities in different materials, pander-
ing to the public’s desire for souvenirs and collectables. Craftsmen all over Europe 
worked either independently or in official capacities—for example as masters of 
the mint—to produce medals.12 Monarchs such as King Louis XIV of France13 
or Holy Roman Emperor Charles VI14 used engraved metal objects to under-
line their dynasties’ politics, supporting large workshops within their capital cities. 
Made with rare materials such as gold or silver, they were presented by princes to 
important visitors or supporters on special occasions. During public events such as 
coronations, weddings, or christenings, monarchs would distribute medals bear-
ing their portrait, a symbolic picture, and the date, to guests and to the public by 
throwing them to the cheering crowd.

As material sources for dynastic history, medals show us the condensed, pub-
licly available image of one monarch or dynasty. Normally, we are able to see 
the positive and heroicised representation of a monarchy, but sometimes also its 
caricatured depiction as distributed by its adversaries.15 As with other sources, the 
context of a medal’s origin needs to be taken into consideration. This might be 
a problem: there is often an artist’s monogram and the year is to be found on the 
material; however, sources on the design process seldom survived. Yet even with 
knowing only the time of production, an interpretation is possible. The monarch 
or monarchs involved are easily detected, as the obverse or face of a medal nor-
mally shows his or her portrait together with the name and an abbreviated version 
of the title. To interpret the reverse or back, however, a sound grasp of symbols, 
metaphors, and allegories used at the time is required. Taken together with the 
historical context, these can be read just like written sources and demonstrate the 
values and attitudes conveyed by the medal.

Dynasty: Leibniz and the uses of Guelph history

To be placed in the line of succession to the English throne was a triumphal success 
for the Hanoverian dynasty. Two months after the Act had been passed in London, 
an English delegation under the leadership of the Earl of Macclesfield went to 
Germany to officially announce the result. But in Hanover, it was clear that a 
dynastic change in the British Isles had to be prepared carefully and in advance. 
Gifts were needed for the members of the delegation, material symbols that could 
be taken back to London. Soon after the announcement in 1701, the dynasty’s 
official historian Leibniz therefore designed a medal pointing out the historical 
connections of the north German dynasty to England’s ruling dynasties.

Polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716) had been appointed court 
historian to the Guelphs in the context of their ambitions of gaining an electorate.16 
The elevation in status would be based on military and financial support of the 
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Emperor in his campaigns against the Ottomans and the family’s broad diplomatic 
relations—especially with the newly crowned King William III of England and 
Scotland. But it was the dynasty’s history that was of vital importance to prove its 
claim of ancienneté and distinction amongst the German princely dynasties.17 A legal 
fiction was generated as well, to justify an increase in status in the Holy Roman 
Empire: it was merely the recognition of long-existing dignities, and not a “new” 
creation at all. Leibniz was therefore charged with writing a general history of the 
Guelphs, from their origins in the Middle Ages to his time.18 In this work, he dem-
onstrated the dynasty’s continuous succession from the tenth century, even visiting 
Italy to trace its genealogical connections there.19 In general, Leibniz established a 
dynastic history that was based on records and reliable sources,20 and was so well-
founded that his employers were able to use the research as a basis to (re)claim 
rights and legal titles.21 He published three volumes of sources containing docu-
ments, treaties, deeds, legal titles, and other proofs.22 Although the dynasty’s history 
was never finished, Leibniz’ research was sufficient to aid in the consideration of 
just how to design a medal that could be used to connect the German Guelphs to 
England and the British Isles.

In the summer of 1701, Leibniz suggested a medal with parallel portraits of 
the Electress Sophia and Princess Matilda of England, an ancestress of the Guelph 
dynasty.23 As he wrote to the Elector’s vice-chancellor, a Latin inscription should 
be used to explain the relation between the two women.24 Matilda (1156–89) was 
the daughter of King Henry II of England and Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine. In 
1168, she married the Duke of Bavaria and Saxony, Henry the Lion, and gave 
birth to three sons, Emperor Otto IV, Henry the Elector Palatine, and William of 
Winchester, the founder of the Brunswick line of the Guelph dynasty. William’s son 
Otto became the first duke of Brunswick-Luneburg in 1235. Sophia (1630–1714), the 
widowed Electress of Hanover, was born in the electoral dynasty of the Palatinate 
(a branch of the House of Wittelsbach, which also ruled Bavaria), the daughter 
of Elector Palatine Frederick V and Elizabeth Stuart, and therefore the grand-
daughter of James I and VI of England and Scotland. With her marriage to Duke 
Ernest August of Brunswick-Luneburg in 1658, she tied together the dynasties of 
Wittelsbach, Stuart, and Guelph. She also represented the connection to the future 
in her son, the Elector Georg Ludwig of Hanover, the future King George I of Great 
Britain. Leibniz also suggested including striding lions with the female portraits. 
Three lions would stand for England, two for Brunswick, and one for the Palatinate 
and Bavaria.25 This concept was debated in the Hanoverian ministry, and the final 
medal was quite close to that proposed: with portraits on the obverse and reverse, 
the golden medal compared the successor to the crown, Electress Sophia, with 
Duchess Matilda, ancestress of the Brunswick family.26 The craftsman was Samuel 
Lambelet, employed at the mint in Brunswick and a punch-cutter, engraver, and 
medallist commissioned by the Elector of Hanover.27

The medal (Figures 6.1 and 6.2) shows on the obverse the bust of Electress 
Sophia with a widow’s veil, looking to the right. Below it is the signature “S. L.” of 
Samuel Lambelet. Surrounding the portrait the text—in Latin abbreviations—reads 
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in two lines: “Sophia of the Palatine lineage, granddaughter of James I, king of 
Great Britain, widow of Ernst August, elector of Brunswick and Luneburg—
as successor to the English throne nominated in 1701.”28 The reverse shows 
Matilda, also as a widow looking to the right, with the signature “Lambelet” 
within the widow’s veil. The Latin inscription reads: “Matilda, daughter of 
Henry II, king of England, wife of Henry the Lion, duke of Bavaria and Saxony, 
mother of Emperor Otto IV, once duke of Aquitaine, of Henry, count Palatine 
and William, ancestor of the house of Brunswick.”29

As mentioned above, in August 1701, the Earl of Macclesfield came on offi-
cial mission to Hanover. Three Whig lords, a royal herald, and a chaplain of the 
Church of England, as well as the Irish philosopher John Toland, accompanied 
the Earl. On 15 August, he formally presented the Act of Settlement to Electress 
Sophia. Elector George Louis, her son and now fourth in line to the English 
throne, received the regalia of the Order of the Garter.30 Toland wrote in his 
Account of the Courts of Prussia and Hanover about the warm reception in Hanover, 
the Electress’ kind words, and her active participation in an Anglican service. 

FIGURE 6.1 Samuel Lambelet. Medal on the Succession 1701. Brunswick, 1701 (obverse).

FIGURE 6.2 Samuel Lambelet. Medal on the Succession 1701. Brunswick, 1701 (reverse).
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Afterwards, all guests were given gifts according to their status, and the gold 
medal of Sophia and Matilda to honour the event.31 This in itself was a substantial 
gift, as the medals were quite big and heavy, with a diameter of 64 millimetres 
and a weight of over 330 grams. Macclesfield and the others brought the medals 
to Great Britain, where they were shown to members of the political elite and 
apparently used as inheritance and family presents.32 Some time later, probably 
in 1702, the medal was also struck in silver and copper, probably to be sold and 
further distributed.33

Sophia died in Herrenhausen on 8 June 1714, two months before Queen Anne. 
Therefore, her son George Louis was declared King George I of Great Britain on 
1 August 1714.

Religion: defenders of the faith

The basis of the Hanoverians’ rights to the succession was their Protestant faith. 
Consequently, Electress Sophia actively participated in the church service follow-
ing the Anglican Book of Common Prayer with the official English delegation in 
Hanover in 1701.34 But in fact, by tradition, the House of Brunswick-Luneburg 
was Lutheran, not Anglican, and they remained so when in Hanover. Only as 
sovereigns of Great Britain did they attend the Anglican church services at the 
Chapel Royal, had Anglican clergy at their court, and were active as heads of the 
Church of England.35 This role was the basis for another medal, or rather jeton (a 
very small medal that would be thrown into the crowd), struck for the coronation 
of George I in 1714.36

The so-called speaking side of the medal shows an image of a church and the 
Latin inscriptions “the foundation of our repose” and “the Church of England”.37 
Several dies were cut to be able to make enough of these small copper medals that 
were probably thrown to the crowds after the coronation and church service. The 
design originally came from Nuremberg in 1702, where medallist Lazarus Gottlieb 
Lauffer struck it with the bust of Queen Anne.38 In 1714, only the obverse was 
changed to now show the portrait of King George I. The Church of England is 
here presented as the basis of the Kingdom’s peace. Early in his reign, the new 
king declared the security of the Protestant faith as one of his main principles of 
rulership. He followed this policy by appointing largely moderate bishops and by 
supporting measures that tried to find a consensus between the Whigs and Tories 
in the Church of England.39

But Protestantism was not only necessary within Great Britain, but also in a 
wider European context. Contemporaries referred to the Hanoverian succession 
as the “Protestant Succession”, and the newly installed dynasty was measured 
by its efforts to support their confession internally and externally.40 The kings 
wanted to be seen as Protestant champions, as true defenders of the faith fighting 
against popery and arbitrary government. This tied in to the concept of warrior-
kings—associated especially in the Empire with Protestant princes—which both 
George I and George II adhered to as a role model.41 The personification of 
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this was the (medieval) knight St George battling the beast, most often shown 
as a snake or dragon. Indeed, this image appeared on another coronation medal, 
this time designed by Georg Wilhelm Vestner, an artist from Nuremberg in 
Germany who sold his medals all over Europe, including in the British Isles.42 
This medal (Figure 6.3) shows the laureated bust of George I facing to the right 
with the inscription: “George Louis by the Grace of God King of Great Britain, 
France and Ireland, Duke of Brunswick and Luneburg, Elector of the Holy 
Roman Empire”. The text continues on the reverse (Figure 6.4) with “Defender 
of the Faith and of Justice” and “crowned on the 31st October 1714”.43 The 
reverse shows St George stabbing the dragon while an angel is crowning him and 
guiding his spear. St George had been the patron saint of England since the thir-
teenth century,44 and in the early eighteenth century the name shared by the saint 
and the King proved to be useful as an obvious link between them. The dragon, 
or any kind of monstrous beast, could at the time be understood as a negative 

FIGURE 6.3  Georg Wilhelm Vestner. Coronation Medal for King George I [Fidei 
Defensor], Nuremberg, 1714 (obverse).

FIGURE 6.4  Georg Wilhelm Vestner. Coronation Medal for King George I [Fidei 
Defensor], Nuremberg, 1714 (reverse).
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symbol for popery and arbitrary power—meaning France, and in this instance, 
also the French crown’s support for the Catholic Stuarts.45 The establishment of 
the House of Brunswick on the throne of England prevented a French interven-
tion for a Catholic and Stuart restoration.46 To the traditional religious title used 
by English kings since Henry VIII, “Defender of the Faith”, is added “and of 
Justice”, which is a reference to the king’s role as highest judge in spiritual and 
temporal matters.

George II and his wife Caroline of Ansbach would continue to use this dec-
laration in the next generation. Caroline, as Princess of Wales and as queen, 
actively supported the Protestant image of the dynasty. As a young woman, she 
had refused to convert to Catholicism to marry the Emperor’s second son Charles 
(the future Emperor Charles VI, though at the time the Austrian claimant for 
the throne of Spain). Instead, she agreed to a marriage with the Hanoverian 
crown prince, from an equally Protestant dynasty as her own. Because of this, 
the Protestant elite of Europe saw her as a heroine for the faith—a role which 
she accepted. Caroline was interested in church politics and actively supported 
poor relief measures for Protestants in Europe. She was also seen as pious in 
public: with this image, she incorporated the German model of the Protestant 
mother of her country, the Landesmutter, the pillar of the dynasty’s present and 
future, both in this world as support for her husband and mother of future rul-
ers, and in the spiritual world as supplicant to God for heavenly aid for the 
dynasty and its people.47 As crown princess she was compared to a “rose without 
thorns”—a common epithet of the Virgin Mary in reference to the Immaculate 
Conception—on a medal designed by John Croker.48 But the rose also referred to 
the “English rose” and as such to a heraldic symbol for England. Her coronation 
medal (Figure 6.5) shows Caroline standing between Religion and Britannia, 
with the inscription “My Love – My Fatherland”.49 Thus, Caroline is the per-
sonified legitimisation of the Protestant Succession.

FIGURE 6.5  John Croker. Official Coronation Medal for Queen Caroline in 1727. 
London, 1727.
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Politics: liberty and the people

With the beginning of the reign of King George I of Great Britain in 1714, further 
strategies to adapt to the political culture of their new home were used by George I, 
his son, the later George II, and Caroline. First of all, their coronations—in 1714 
and 1727 for George II and Caroline respectively—followed old English ceremo-
nial rules and protocols.50 Court life continued on the foundations laid after the 
Restoration of 1660, and George II and Caroline especially showed a demonstra-
tive use of the English language and favoured English courtiers and politicians. 
Caroline had only English maids of honour; the only German ladies were the little 
princesses’ governesses.51

In regard to policy and politics, there existed values and traditions quite singular 
to Great Britain at the time. One was the value of the ancient liberties of the peo-
ple, the belief in liberty, justice, and freedom for all free men.52

One of the coronation medals under examination here shows George I with the 
allegorical figures Liberty and the Christian Religion, walking towards Britannia, 
who is waiting to crown him. The inscription reads “The most excellent prince, 
guardian of Religion and Liberty”, thus combining the Protestant faith with free-
dom as the central themes of British political culture. The medal was the official 
coronation medal, designed and struck by Ehrenreich Hannibal, another of the 
official Hanoverian medallists.53 On the obverse is the usual bust of the King fac-
ing right with his titles as inscription, but this time wearing Roman-style armour, 
thus referring to his role as elector in the Holy Roman Empire. On the reverse, 
George is shown wearing the electoral cap and robes. To the left stands the allegory 
of Religion with the Christian standard, and to the right Liberty—as Athena with 
a Phrygian cap on a standard—holding a laurel wreath over the King’s head. He 
moves towards the figure of Britannia who hands over the sceptre and the royal 
orb with a curtsey. Under her feet, a beast or dragon is lying dead, and behind her a 
lion holds the crowned royal shield. The text surrounding the display is “The most 
excellent prince, guardian of Religion and Liberty.”54 Below it, there is given the 
date of the public proclamation on 1/12 August 1714.

In this medal, everything comes together. George I as king and elector guards 
the Protestant religion and the ancient liberties of the people. Britain accepts him 
as ruler by handing him the royal insignia. The beast or dragon—again standing 
for popery and the Catholic Stuarts, arbitrary power, and France—is dead beneath 
Britannia’s feet. The Protestant faith and with it the British way of life was thus 
defended by the establishment of the Hanoverian dynasty.

The symbolic figure of Britannia was also used for the official British coronation 
medal of George I, designed by the master of the Royal Mint, John Croker, which 
showed the enthroned King being crowned by Britannia. In 1727, for George II’s 
coronation, the design was chosen again, but with a twist. As Prince of Wales he 
had clearly presented himself as accepting all things British, even more so than his 
father. So for his coronation medal, an inscription was added: VOLENTES PER 
POPULOS, or “willingly by the people”.55 This said it all: with the succession of 
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George II, the last doubts about the German princes ruling over Great Britain were 
cleared and replaced—at least officially—by the cooperation of king and people.

Conclusion

The change of dynasties from Stuart to Hanoverian in eighteenth-century Britain was 
successful because of the adaptation of the German dynasty to a British national polit-
ical culture. Electress Sophia and George I, as well as George II and his wife Caroline, 
followed older English examples and even more the developing British traditions 
in their representation as defenders of the Protestant faith. They celebrated corona-
tions and other ceremonies according to older examples, and bowed to national 
culture with their acceptance of political rules established in England and the ancient 
liberties of the people. The new kings’ acceptance of British political and national 
culture played a major role in the successful change of dynasty in Great Britain against 
the forces of Jacobitism, isolationism, and rejection of a foreign ruling family. This 
process of adaptation can be seen—alongside various other ways—through medals 
produced by official British, Hanoverian, and other German medallists and artists, 
transforming political rhetoric into symbolic visual representations in metal.

Princess Matilda of England, daughter of King Henry II, and ancestress of the 
Brunswick-Luneburg line of the Guelphs, and Electress Sophia, granddaughter of 
King James VI and I, were compared on a medal to point out the dynastic logic and 
continuity of the Act of Settlement in 1701. For the occasion of the proclamation and 
coronation of the first Hanoverian king, George I, the images on the medals presented 
the continuity of religious and liberal politics. With his succession, George I, bearing 
the name of the patron saint of England, made secure the ascendancy of the Church of 
England as well as the rights and liberties of the English people. George I, George II, 
and their dynasty were the new “Defenders of the Faith”, in Great Britain as well as 
in Germany and Europe. With George II and his wife Caroline, this development 
of a quest for legitimacy found an end point in the succession of George II that was 
undoubted and unperturbed by the people. Caroline stood as a queen in the middle of 
the people and their faith, representing the heavenly support for their reign.

The medals discussed in this chapter were produced by the dynasty to self- 
legitimise its position in Great Britain. By distributing them to the political elite 
even before the accession in 1714, and to the public on coronation days and cere-
monial occasions, the Hanoverians demonstrated their adaptation to British political 
culture not through complex written texts, but through a source unbound by lan-
guage, easily understood by contemporaries, and collected by broad strata of society.
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7
THE REVERSAL OF DYNASTIES 
DURING THE BOURBON ERA IN THE 
KINGDOM OF NAPLES

Cinzia Recca

At the end of 1776, the fall of first minister Bernardo Tanucci from the government 
of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies changed an entire era of civilian life in southern 
Italy and for the Neapolitan branch of the Bourbon dynasty. In terms of interna-
tional alliances, the Kingdom broke free from its traditionally Spanish orbit, and 
entered, at least in appearance, into that of the Austrian Habsburg Monarchy. The 
immediate causes of the changes included the hostility of Queen Maria Carolina, 
who wanted to get rid of the strong power exercised by Tanucci; the ineptitude of 
the governing skills of King Ferdinand IV; and the pressures of Viennese diplomacy 
that sought to recover that part of Italy which Austria had lost earlier in the century.1

This virtual “reversal of dynasties” of 1776, as well as the one by which the 
Bourbons had re-asserted themselves in Italy in the 1730s—first in Parma, then 
in Naples—are usually overlooked in wider diplomatic studies of the eighteenth 
century which focus instead on the more well-known “reversal of alliances” of 
1756. In that year the expansion of Prussian imperialism and the conquest of Silesia 
by Frederick II forced Austria to ally with France, to which the Spanish monarchy 
was already tied by the Bourbon family pact. With this reversal of alliances, the real 
ground on which the Treaty of Aranjuez (signed 14 June 1752) rested, dynasticism, 
ceased to exist. Under this treaty, Habsburg Austria and Bourbon Spain, along with 
the Kingdom of Sardinia, committed themselves to protect Italy against any foreign 
attack: as long as it did not conflict with the interests of France.2 After 1756, the 
new close relations between Vienna and Paris produced momentous consequences 
borne by the south of Italy, where French interests in the Mediterranean greatly 
strengthened the claims of both allies, and at the same time weakened the effec-
tiveness of Spanish protection, which were guaranteed only by Tanucci and his 
close personal relationship with his patron, the king of Naples and Sicily, Charles 
of Bourbon, who after 1759 reigned as King Charles III of Spain.3 From his new 
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position in Madrid, the interests of King Charles became the preservation of his 
southern Italian kingdom for his descendants, notably his second son, the Infant 
Ferdinand. As an inevitable consequence, the new arrangement of international 
alliances further weakened the much-needed defence of Neapolitan and Sicilian 
trade from the intrusiveness of the French government. Therefore, to avoid suffer-
ing under the new Vienna–Paris–Madrid axis, political players in Naples decided 
to make the best of the new situation, and create a direct connection, though still 
by means of a traditional dynastic method, between the future king of Naples 
(Ferdinand) and a daughter of the Empress Maria Theresa of Austria.4 What they 
did not expect was the strength with which this Austrian princess, Maria Carolina, 
would achieve this goal through the force of her own individual personality, an 
echo of a similar push by another Bourbon consort, Elizabeth Farnese, in deter-
mining the fate of the Kingdom of Naples in a previous generation. This chapter 
intends to demonstrate how the balance of power and alliances changed within 
the Neapolitan branch of the House of Bourbon over the course of the eighteenth 
century, and in particular how the political and diplomatic role of two queens, 
Elizabeth Farnese and Maria Carolina of Austria, was effective in the acquisition, 
legitimisation, or maintenance of their Bourbon son’s or husband’s rule in the 
Kingdom of Naples.

Charles of Bourbon, Elizabeth Farnese, and a dynastic  
return to Italy

We usually consider Charles the first king of Naples of the Bourbon dynasty, and 
in fact he was definitely the great restorer of the Kingdom’s independence, after 
two centuries of dominance by Spain.5 But in reality, the first ruler of the new 
dynasty to reign in the south of Italy was Charles’s father Philip V, who became 
king of Naples and Sicily when he ascended the thrones of Spain in 1700.6 On his 
deathbed, Charles II, the last monarch of the previous dynasty—the Habsburgs—
had settled the entire Spanish inheritance on Philip, duke of Anjou, second-eldest 
grandson of King Louis XIV of France. With Philip ruling in Spain, and the antici-
pation of his elder brother (Louis, duke of Burgundy) succeeding their grandfather 
eventually in France, the Bourbon dynasty would be able to secure great advan-
tages, though some statesmen regarded a dominant House of Bourbon as a threat 
to European stability, jeopardising the balance of power. This fear was realised in 
the subsequent long and bloody War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14).7 During 
the course of that war, Philip, though eventually the winner of the dynastic contest 
and the actual ruler of Spain, lost Spain’s hold over Naples and Sicily in favour of 
the Austrian Habsburgs, whose aims of establishing a Mediterranean empire were 
thereby secured.

Nevertheless, the Italian territories would remain a major concern for the 
Bourbon dynasty. Philip V had struggled to keep them during the war, but by 
1707 they were effectively lost, and the consequent peace treaty signed at Utrecht 
in April 1713 obliged him to relinquish his claims to his enemy, Charles of Austria. 
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Nevertheless, King Philip was not resigned to this loss, and the recovery of the 
Italian territories became one of his main political objectives. Furthermore, the 
King’s new wife (since 1714), Elizabeth Farnese, played a key role in achieving this 
goal. Her position and actions are crucial for understanding the political history of 
the Spanish monarchy as a whole during the first part of the eighteenth century.8 A 
clear portrait of her character emerges from the following quotation:

Lady, of a mortal name,
Lady who does not ignore anything;
And although a Mother, and thus a Lady,
She is a Manly Queen,
I do not adulate, nor do I astonish you at seeing
So foreign a Heroine
And if passion does not deceive me in this scene there are only two,
the Empress in Vienna, the Queen Mother in Spain.9

Elizabeth Farnese was the second wife of Philip V, and he could not have had 
a more faithful spouse.10 The King was in fact a man who could not stay alone and 
lacked strength of character.11 As queen, Elizabeth never left her husband’s side, 
not only out of devotion but also because it was a way to get information to influ-
ence the monarch and to control the people that surrounded him. Giulio Alberoni 
described the Queen in a letter to the duke of Parma: “I know her Majesty to be 
tenacious in her affections and extremely wily and capable of profiting by a good 
opportunity and fooling her husband, of whom she is absolute mistress, without 
his entertaining the slightest suspicion.”12 In Spain the advent of the Bourbons had 
changed the system of Burgundian ceremonial historically employed by the House 
of Austria, which had decreed that the king and queen should live separately. 
Under the new regime of Philip V, the royal couple always stayed together, both 
in private life and in public life. Elizabeth Farnese went further and emerged as a 
more equal partner, fully sharing power with her husband the King.13 She became 
a powerful queen and an adoring mother.14 She gave Philip three sons, Charles, 
Philip, and Louis, and three daughters. Her political determination was marked by 
the strong will to place all of their children upon sovereign thrones. Of course, 
regarding the most important throne, that of Spain, there was continual tension 
because the King’s eldest son and heir, Ferdinand, was his son by his first marriage. 
Therefore Elizabeth, who was only Ferdinand’s step-mother, concentrated on the 
recovery of Naples and the duchies of Parma and Piacenza for her own sons. At 
the time of her marriage in 1714, it was already assumed that she would be the 
heir to these duchies upon the deaths of her childless Farnese uncles, Francesco 
and Antonio, which in the event came to pass when the latter died in 1731.15 This 
position gave her a certain leverage as a potential sovereign in her own right. If as 
consort she had to be a loving and respectful spouse (and indications are that she 
was), as Queen she had to mediate between the King and his subjects, and bring 
him closer to them. An intelligent woman with very clear ideas, she personified the 
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standards of a queen-consort in the absolutist mould, obeying the logic of power in 
order to maintain and increase it. When Philip V fell into a state of mental disarray, 
especially towards the end of his reign, almost all of the weight of the government 
fell onto the shoulders of the Queen and her trusted ministers.

The Queen, along with royal counsellor Abbott Giulio Alberoni, exercised 
power over the King and through him over the government of the Spanish monar-
chy. Alberoni (1664–1752) had started his career as an agent of the duke of Parma 
at the court of Madrid and gradually gained influence, to the point of playing a 
central role in arranging the King’s matrimonial negotiations with the princess of 
Parma.16 Once Alberoni was in Madrid, he realised the potential to make use of the 
Queen’s strength of character, as he wrote to the duke of Parma:

I am succeeding better every day in accustoming Her Majesty to the harness 
and to the hard work of affairs of state. I try to bring them to her in the form 
of mincemeat in order to spare her all possible fatigue.17

An English diplomat, George Bubb Dodington, writing to his government about 
the reins of power in the Spanish government, described the Abbot in this way:

I saw the Abbot, who is a very powerful figure, because he exercises unlim-
ited influence on the Queen and therefore on the King who does not like 
affairs of state and he just does the will of his wife. I must add here I do not 
see anyone who can resist him.

In another letter, Dodington affirmed that “the Queen is the one who rules this 
country”.18

The government programme of the royal couple and Alberoni was typical of 
so-called Enlightened Despotism, and was based on the idea of a recovery of the 
monarchy after years of decline, marked by the economic depression following 
the War of Spanish Succession, and the consolidation of royal power that sought 
to improve society.19 Further to this, they desired to consolidate connections 
with more distant territories formerly ruled by the Spanish monarchy, notably 
Elizabeth’s homeland, Italy. Alberoni was thus a useful tool for the realisation 
of this desire.20 It was a question of achieving the return to Italy by any means, 
by diplomacy or by military force. However, the international scene was not 
conducive to the ambitions of the Bourbon couple. In France after the death 
of Louis XIV, relations between Philip V and the Regent (his cousin, the duke 
of Orléans) were not favourable. Emperor Charles VI still did not trust the 
Bourbons and was not willing to give up even an inch of the conquered Italian 
territories (Milan, Naples, and from 1720, Sicily). Britain, which had received 
large rewards, wanted even more. Holland was unsatisfied and envied the English 
and Spanish colonial advantages. The Pope was worried about the power of the 
Habsburgs in Italy, but had bad relations with the Spanish Bourbons because of 
their centralising politics. Therefore there were many conflicting interests, and 
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in this complicated international situation the Spanish Bourbons had to play an 
especially skilful diplomatic and political game.21

From the birth of the Infante Charles in Madrid, on 20 January 1716, the aim 
of Spanish foreign policy was to pursue and obtain, through a series of operations 
starting with the solemn entry of Spain into the Quadruple Alliance by the Treaty 
of The Hague of 17 February 1720, the recognition of this prince’s rights to both 
the Farnese and Medici successions (though she was a distant cousin, through her 
great-grandmother, Elizabeth Farnese was the next lineal heir to the throne of 
Tuscany). After the convention and treaties of Cambrai (1721), Vienna (1725), and 
Seville (1729), the Empire solemnly accepted this aim via the Second Treaty of 
Vienna in 1731. Charles subsequently took possession of the duchies of Parma and 
Piacenza under the tutelage of his maternal grandmother, the widowed duchess of 
Parma, while at the same time he was proclaimed in Florence successor to the last 
grand duke of Tuscany, Gian Gastone, who in turn appointed himself co-guardian 
of the young prince. Here is the first root of the cadet branch of the House of 
Bourbon in Italy, starting in Parma and soon to spread to Naples.22

Not content with the minor duchies of Parma and Piacenza (or in waiting 
for Gian Gastone to expire), in 1734 Charles of Bourbon succeeded in install-
ing himself in Naples by force, expelling the Austrians who had ruled there since 
1707. Yet it was immediately clear that his conquest did not herald a recovery  
of Spanish rule in southern Italy.23 In fact, although he maintained strong ties—
especially in the early years—with the court of Madrid, it became apparent that his 
new kingdom was an independent political entity, and it was recognised as such 
by the Third Peace Treaty of Vienna of 1738.24 After more than two centuries 
of subjugation to foreign powers, an independent state emerged once more on 
the Italian political stage. But on closer inspection, we see that this outcome was 
intended from the start. On 20 January 1734, Charles—already an adult and thus 
out of tutelage—began his march towards Naples. On 10 May he entered Naples 
in triumph. Five days later he received from Madrid a royal deed by which Philip 
V ceded all royal rights of the conquered kingdom to his son. Charles, emboldened 
by this gift, firmly defeated the Austrians on the mainland at Bitonto (25 May), 
then proceeded to conquer Sicily. On 2 January 1734, he assumed the title of 
“king of the Two Sicilies”, and a year after, on 3 June 1735, he was crowned king 
of Sicily in Palermo.25

The end of the War of the Polish Succession in 1738 brought another re-
arrangement of dynastic affairs in Italy: the Grand Duchy of Tuscany would pass 
instead to the House of Lorraine (now tied by marriage to the House of Habsburg), 
while the Duchy of Parma was ceded to the Habsburgs in return for recognition 
of Bourbon rule in Naples. Another dynastic reversal had occurred. In Naples, 
Charles ruled with a State Council formed by ministers chosen by his parents, 
and therefore continued the influence of Madrid, notably the Spanish noblemen 
the Count of San Esteban as Prime Minster and the Marquis of Montealegre his 
deputy. The Council also included the Italians Bernardo Tanucci, originally from 
Tuscany, and Giovanni Brancaccio.26
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As a mark of this continued family unity, shortly after the start of the War of 
Austrian Succession, in 1742 Charles sent troops north to Lombardy to the aid of his 
French and Spanish cousins. But when a British fleet appeared in the Bay of Naples 
and threatened to bomb the city, Charles decided to withdraw his forces, provoking 
the ire of Paris and Madrid. Nevertheless, in 1744, when he defeated an Austrian 
army completely in Velletri, thinking finally to end forever Habsburg claims over 
Naples, he also effectively freed himself from the tutelage of Madrid. With this vic-
tory, Charles began to be truly the king of independent realms in Naples and Sicily. 
This became even clearer in 1746, with the death of Philip V of Spain and the side-
lining of his queen, Elizabeth Farnese, and her Italian ambitions. One aspect of these 
ambitions remained, however, in the pushing forward of another of her sons, Philip, 
to retake the Farnese inheritance in Parma and Piacenza, lost to the Habsburgs in 
the previous decade, as part of the treaty ending the War of Austrian Succession at 
Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748. In fact, on 29 July 1746, the Queen sent a letter to Louis 
XV in which she expressed her intention to follow the policy of her late husband 
in the Italian territories, demonstrating her willingness to make sacrifices for her 
two sons Charles and Philip: “what I care about is to ensure the kingdom of Naples 
and to place Philip in the duchies of Parma and Piacenza”.27 Thus Philip began yet 
another branch of the House of Bourbon in Italy: Bourbon-Parma (which persists 
to this day). Meanwhile, in Naples, Charles started to become a real Neapolitan 
monarch, fully in tune with his people and their needs. As the years passed, he 
eliminated the influence of his ministers, becoming a true sovereign and the real 
architect of his policy, concentrating power in his own hands.28

From viceroyalty to kingdom, the constitution of the monarchy of the Two 
Sicilies in the hands of Charles of Bourbon created the largest and most influential 
state of the entire Italian peninsula. On his arrival, the new sovereign was asked 
to come up with an effective policy for promoting the arts and building industries 
to make the new capital of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies a renowned and 
respected court.29 The crucial consequence in terms of space of this significant 
institutional change was evident. Naples became the largest royal capital of Italy 
and, consequently, developed a splendid court. This task of transformation was 
to be carried out by a young prince who, by experience, formation, and dynasty, 
had been exposed directly to four court cultures (the Spanish, the French, the 
Parmesan, and the Florentine) with different ways of perceiving and relating to the 
territory. Charles as duke of Parma and Piacenza and as heir of the grand duchy of 
Tuscany could appreciate the Parmesan and the Florentine cultures in particular, 
thanks to his mother Elisabeth, the heiress of the dynastic rights of the Farnese and 
the Medici, as he already had first-hand experience of them, between 1731 and 
1734, during his first stay in Italy. Charles was to be an Italian Bourbon, a new 
breed of the ancient dynasty.

But on 10 August 1759, the king of Spain, Ferdinand VI, died without an heir, so 
according to the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle (1748) which established in a particular 
clause the system of succession, King Charles was called to Madrid to occupy the 
throne of Spain.30 On 11 September 1759, Charles officially became king of Spain (as 
Charles III). On 3 October, the minister Tanucci, the Austrian ambassador, Count 
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Ludwig von Neipperg, and the duke of Parma signed a treaty that definitively sanc-
tioned the irreversible process of the division of the Italian branch of the House of 
Bourbon into two sub-branches, Naples and Parma. Moreover it assured the succes-
sion to the throne of Naples and Sicily for Charles’ third son, Ferdinand, in exchange 
for the assignment of the “Stato dei Presidi” (five garrison towns on the Tuscan 
coast) to Tuscany. In this way Charles assured the young sovereign in Naples the 
protection of another great power, Austria.31 Finally, by virtue of another Bourbon 
family pact, the “Ordinance of Charles III of Spain regarding the cession of the of 
the Kingdom of Naples and Sicily to the third-born Ferdinando”, it was determined 
that the two crowns—those of Spain and the Two Sicilies—would never be united.32

Nevertheless, all links were not entirely severed. At the time of the agree-
ment, Ferdinand was only eight, so the regency in Naples was entrusted to eight 
ministers, among whom were Charles’ now long-time faithful servant Tanucci, 
who served as Prime Minister and Foreign Minister, but always under the control 
of Charles from Madrid.33 But as Ferdinand matured, this bond came to be seen 
more as shackles, and the last years of Charles III’s life was characterised by a bitter 
discord with his son in Naples, and in particular with his son’s wife, Queen Maria 
Carolina, daughter of Empress Maria Theresa of Austria, who was determined 
to break Spanish influence in Neapolitan affairs.34 Indeed, the House of Austria’s 
interests in southern Italy had not completely faded.

Maria Carolina and the re-Habsburgisation of southern Italy

For a long time the motto of the dynasty was Bella gerant alii, tu felix Austria nube! 
(“where others wage war, happy Austria, you marry!”), and we see in the career of 
Maria Carolina yet another example of the House of Austria’s successful diplomatic 
marriage policy.35 After her father’s loss of Naples and Sicily in the 1730s, Empress 
Maria Theresa saw marriage as a typically Habsburg means to get back to a position 
of influence in southern Europe. During the minority of King Ferdinand, follow-
ing years of bargaining between Madrid and Vienna, King Charles III agreed to 
let his son marry Maria Theresa’s daughter, Johanna Gabriela, who promptly died 
of smallpox before the wedding could take place. The second choice was Maria 
Josepha, who was packed and ready to go when she, too, became ill and died. A 
third daughter, Maria Carolina, was swiftly designated to replace her. The mar-
riage contract was very complicated, because the issue at stake was ultimately the 
control of the Italian territories over which the Habsburg and Bourbon dynasties 
had contended for much of the century.36 Crucially, the contract implicitly sanc-
tioned a return of Naples to Austrian influence via a clause which stipulated that 
Maria Carolina, after giving birth to her first male heir, would obtain the right to 
participate in the Council of State. This extraordinary clause implied that even if 
the future queen would not control the government—such a future is unlikely to 
have been envisioned—there would at least be a strong balancing force between 
the desires of the houses of Bourbon and Habsburg.37

The marriage took place by proxy in 1768 in Vienna. Although Maria Carolina 
was just sixteen when she was married to Ferdinand IV, at the Viennese court she 
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had already learned the art of ruling that she would later exercise in Naples. There 
are several relevant sources regarding Maria Carolina’s education, such as the cor-
respondence with her mother,38 and in particular the memorandum written by the 
Empress, Informations secrètes de l’imperatrice Marie Thérèse pour Mme l’archiduchesse 
Caroline à l’occasion de son mariage avec Ferdinand roi de Naples.39 The guidance writ-
ten by Wenzel Anton von Kaunitz-Rietberg is another significant piece of advice 
which forged the political formation of the young Queen. Kaunitz’s reminder was 
intended to encourage her to deal with state affairs because, as he wrote, it was her 
duty as well as her right to deal with state matters along with affairs of economic 
and foreign policy.40 Moreover, another important mentor for the art of ruling for 
Maria Carolina was no doubt her brother Grand Duke Leopold (known as Pietro 
Leopoldo in Italian) of Tuscany, as demonstrated by their numerous epistolary 
exchanges.41 So Maria Carolina, charming, intelligent, and exuberant, was now 
sent to live with a king as young as she was but noticeably culturally inferior.

Ferdinand IV, in fact, did not speak German and barely knew Italian. He was 
known as the “Naughty King”, a man who enjoyed the streets and who spoke 
with the masses in their Neapolitan dialect. Described by various sources as dis-
tracted, a bit naive, and lazy, Ferdinand had been instructed by the Prince of San 
Nicandro, Domenico Cattaneo, who had been in charge of the political and social 
preparation of the King, but preferred instead to instruct him to hunt and fish and 
encouraged rustic and vulgar behaviour.42 The young king spent many hours each 
day hunting, socialising with fishermen and soldiers, neglecting his studies, and 
becoming, with the passing of time, increasingly rude and uncivilised and, most 
pointedly, disinterested in the government of the Kingdom. A recurring phrase in 
the letters of King Ferdinand to his father is: “I enjoy myself as best I can.”43

Therefore, not having been appropriately prepared for the role he had to ful-
fil, Ferdinand IV rarely participated in any activities of his government, which 
remained instead in the hands of Minister Tanucci, and thus still under the influ-
ence of Charles III in Madrid. On 12 January 1767, when Ferdinand reached his 
majority, he gave his royal seal to Tanucci to spare himself the effort of signing 
executive orders, preferring other more enjoyable commitments. His innate dispo-
sition to have fun at the expense of anything serious became the typical image of 
his rule.44 Nevertheless, despite his lack of learning, Ferdinand did have the sense to 
hold in high esteem people who knew how to distinguish themselves among oth-
ers for their intelligence and their cultivation. After his marriage to Maria Carolina, 
he therefore delegated a share of the government to his wife. Maria Carolina was 
soon able to dominate the weak personality of her husband, and thereby gained 
significant influence in the politics of the Kingdom.45

Maria Carolina, aware of her strong influence on her husband, was convinced 
she had to bend him to her will and pleasure, so the only way to emancipate 
her Kingdom from Spanish influence was to eliminate Tanucci from the political 
scene. The Queen did not have much esteem for the minister; in fact, she consid-
ered him an intrusive and troublesome presence.46 She described Tanucci as “loyal 
to his King and master Charles III, and servant of the court of Madrid, to whom he 
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reported all the acts of the Neapolitan government”.47 On the other hand, Tanucci 
himself perceived that the court of Vienna relied on Maria Carolina to reorganise 
the Kingdom of Naples in Austria’s favour: “there is so much Austricism which 
is going to spread out and to change the ancient rituals of the Court”,48 and “the 
Queen aims to interfere in the affairs of Government”.49 The Queen did indeed 
interfere, slowly changing several members of the court in her favour, such as her 
personal confessor, the gentlemen of the Chamber of the King, and her ladies-in-
waiting, and ultimately influenced the fate of Tanucci himself.

Thanks to the clause that Maria Theresa—as we have seen—had included in 
the marriage contract, when Maria Carolina had her first son (in January 1775), 
she gained access to the State Council, thereby familiarising herself with power and 
opening the way for her reign as virtual regent, despite the fact that her husband, 
the sovereign, was alive and well. At this point Tanucci could not prevent the ris-
ing power of Queen Maria Carolina, and from that moment his fate was sealed: 
after forty-two years of service to the Crown and the Bourbon dynasty, Naples’ 
most senior minister was sacked.50

But Ferdinand was not completely passive in this affair. Since 1775, his relation-
ship with his spouse had been difficult, and Ferdinand confided this to his father, 
asking what he should do. There are some rather pathetic letters that divulge these 
confidences, and others where Charles III himself complains that his son listens too 
often to his wife’s advice rather than to his father’s. In a letter dated 28 May 1776 
Ferdinand wrote to his father about Minister Tanucci:

I would have placed the man on the list of those worth nominating, but 
my wife did not want him at all, and to live in peace and to not hear nega-
tive words I had to agree, but for God’s sake do not mention anything in 
response to what I write because I will have even greater displeasure.51

So King Ferdinand had made the decision to avoid the pressures from his wife 
rather than reacting, concerned primarily about the tranquillity of his family and 
his leisure activities. He informed his father of his decision (persuaded, no less, by 
his wife) to dismiss Tanucci, and afterwards pretended that he had received consent 
which was never in fact given by Charles III.52

In removing Tanucci from the government of Naples, the Queen could rely 
on rising discontent in the Kingdom—Tanucci’s reforms had caused displeas-
ure, particularly among the conservative, feudal nobility—as well as the support 
of Freemasonry, for whom, unlike her husband, Maria Carolina showed open 
sympathy. Indeed, Maria Carolina had leaned immediately towards Freemasonry, 
forming a strong party opposed to Tanucci.53 Enmities that Tanucci had accumu-
lated during his long period of domination fuelled a strong opposition group which 
did not accept the government’s close ties with Madrid. Maria Carolina’s interest 
in the Freemasons was also linked to her desire to replace the influence of Charles 
III and Spain with the Austrian influence of her brothers, the Emperor Joseph II 
and Grand Duke Leopold of Tuscany (the future Leopold II), both themselves 
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supporters of the Masonic movement.54 From the exchange of letters between 
Maria Carolina and her brothers we see that they continued to help maintain car-
ing familial relationships and that they sought both confirmation of her belonging 
to the House of Habsburg as well as alliances to continue the policy of marriage 
strategies undertaken by their mother, whose ultimate goal was to “allocate” the 
Habsburgs in all the major European courts and protect the interests of the House 
of Austria on the European scene.55

After Tanucci’s removal, the long personal government of Maria Carolina 
began. The Queen’s Masonic project took wing on a national basis that would 
become the source of the reform movements of the 1780s.56 But Maria Carolina 
also had the idea of making Naples a springboard to facilitate the Habsburg 
Monarchy’s domination of the Mediterranean. The advent of a Habsburg 
queen, for the Neapolitans, was almost a change of dynasty. It would be a 
Habsburg regime in Bourbon clothing. Maria Carolina, despite being so deeply 
Austrian, nevertheless tried to become a very credible Neapolitan patriot, pub-
licly espousing the need to focus on national independence and the desire to 
escape from heavy foreign economic influences. In reality, the Kingdom of 
Naples continued to be contended between the Bourbons and the Habsburgs 
for the rest of the century.

In comparison, both queens—Elizabeth Farnese and Maria Carolina of 
Austria— in spite of their controversial and debated characters and actions, were 
female rulers who embodied powerful models of queenship. Even if they grew 
up in and belonged to two different dynasties, they had in common their strong 
capacity for achieving the goals of the most successful consorts, in maintaining and 
securing their kingdoms for their descendants. With the advent of the Habsburg 
queen-consort at the head of the government of Naples from 1775, we see a 
clear attempt to return to the previous status quo, with a Habsburg seated on the 
Neapolitan throne as one had been since 1516.
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PURPLE DREAMS OF THE 
MACEDONIAN DYNASTY OF 
BYZANTIUM IN MANUSCRIPT 
ILLUMINATIONS

Legitimising the usurping emperor,  
Basil I (867–86)

Alexandra Karagianni

Many monographs and studies have been devoted to the analysis of the historical, 
political, and ideological problems of the reign of Emperor Basil I, the founder 
of the Macedonian dynasty.1 The rise of Basil I to the throne marked for the 
Byzantine Empire the beginning of a great political and cultural prosperity, which 
lasted about 200 years (867–1056). However, the dark past of the founder as well 
as the crimes he committed and the questionable methods he used to rise to power 
were undoubtedly an unsuitably negative legacy for his descendants and follow-
ers. For this reason, it was important for his unorthodox ascension to power to be 
interpreted through a series of royal dreams—visions seen by various people associ-
ated with Basil and his rise—that explained and justified his reign.

The historical sources about the origins of the Macedonian dynasty date back to 
the second half of the tenth century, during the reign of Basil’s grandson, Emperor 
Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus. These historical sources are controversial, how-
ever, because they are not objective. In fact, we have no contemporary historical 
evidence at all for the rise to the throne of Basil I. As a result, the life and reign 
of Basil as recorded by contemporaries was mostly based on legends and rumours 
spread by royal propaganda and later became the source on which historians based 
the official historiography.2

This chapter examines five “purple” dreams of the Byzantine court as narrated 
in the second book of Theophanes Continuatus entitled Vita Basilii, attributed to 
Constantine Porphyrogenitus, and further illustrated in the manuscript of Ioannes 
Skylitzes, Synopsis Historiarum, both from the tenth to eleventh centuries.3 These 
dreams justify the illegitimate rise of Emperor Basil I the Macedonian (867–86) 
to the Byzantine throne and the violent change his accession brought in through 
assassinations of the legitimate ruling dynasty. This chapter investigates how a  
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prophetic or symbolic dream (or chrimatismos) could be used to legitimise the illegal 
actions of the simple peasant Basil and provide him with the opportunity to usurp 
the imperial throne from the reigning emperor Michael III (842–67).

Three of these symbolic dreams were attributed to Basil’s mother: one of a 
golden tree growing out of her house, another of a visit of the Prophet Elijah, 
and the third of a golden cypress tree standing in the garden of her house. These 
dreams urged her to encourage her son to go to Constantinople to seek his fortune. 
Another dream, of the abbot of the Monastery of St Diomedes in Constantinople, 
features an appearance of St Diomedes himself, who persuades the Abbot to shelter 
Basil in the monastery and later to introduce him to a relative of the Emperor, 
Theophilitzes, who takes him into his service. Finally, the dream seen by Caesar 
Bardas, uncle of Emperor Michael III, showed Bardas himself entering along with 
his nephew into the church of St Sophia in Constantinople, then being slain by a 
guard on the orders of St Peter. This vision presages and latterly justifies Bardas’ 
and Michael’s violent assassinations by Basil in 866 and 867. As they became part of 
the official history, these dreams, the dreamers, and the dream interpreters served 
the political interests of the Emperor and strengthened the ties of religious author-
ity to political power.

Even though the writings on dreams and dream interpretation from the ancient 
Greek and Byzantine eras are rare, theoretical references to dreams are quite com-
mon in the relevant historiography. Indeed, the origin and diagnostic value of 
dreams constitute elements that have awakened the interests of writers of various 
ages, resulting in the formation of a multiform dream tradition. The oldest text 
on dream interpretation that has survived intact from late antiquity, and was later 
used by the Byzantines, was the “Oneirocriticon of Artemidoros”.4 During the 
Byzantine period, the technique of dream interpretation, moving between magic 
and Christian belief, was highly appreciated and widespread in Byzantine society, 
as demonstrated by the existence of the so-called “Oneirocriticon of Achmet”, a 
dream textbook dating from the tenth century.5

Byzantine scholars worldwide have debated the problem of Basil I’s ori-
gins for many years without reaching a certain conclusion.6 It is believed that 
Basil was born to peasant parents of Armenian origin in 811, or even in 830, 
in Charioupolis, a city in Byzantine Macedonia, which at that time was inhab-
ited by Greeks, Armenians, Slavs, and Arabs. Information on the life and reign of 
Basil derives from the aforementioned Vita Basilii, as well as works by Hungarian 
Byzantinologist Gyula Moravcsik.7 According to these sources, Basil traced his 
ancestry back to the Arsacid Empire,8 on his father’s side, while from his mother, 
who bore the Greek name Pangalo, he claimed descent from Constantine the 
Great and Alexander the Great.9

Basil’s biographers embellished his life with various biblical and mythological 
motifs as well as various divine attributes, such as dreams, prophecies, and ora-
cles. Thus, myth and truth are often confused while historical reality is shrugged 
off in favour of imperial propaganda. The attributes which prefigure the glorious 
future of this humble peasant were said to accompany him already in childhood: 
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for example, as his hair first began to grow, a purple nimbus appeared around his 
head as well as a purple border around his swaddling clothes. These symbols refer 
to the Purple or Porphyry Chamber of the Imperial Palace in Constantinople, 
where emperors were born.10 The description of these purple symbols is attributed 
to Constantine Porphyrogenitus, who aimed to denote the imperial origins of his 
grandfather and at the same time to show that Basil’s ascension to the imperial 
throne was God’s will.

Another sign that prefigured Basil’s future was the triple appearance of an eagle 
which flew above him in order to protect him from the burning sun.11 The inci-
dent took place at a time when Basil was an unprotected child, while his parents 
were working in the fields inspecting and encouraging the harvesters.12 The har-
vesters who saw the incident tried to chase away the eagle for fear that it would 
kill the child. But the eagle continued to provide shadow to Basil and reappeared 
two more times. In the meantime, his mother Pangalo, who witnessed the inci-
dent, was calm and considered the appearance of the eagle as a divine sign. Indeed, 
according to the Greco-Roman and Byzantine tradition, the eagle was considered 
a symbol of protection, victory, power, and ability to rule a kingdom.13

The first three Macedonian emperors—Basil I, his son Leo VI, and his grand-
son Constantine Porphyrogenitus—were very interested in dream narratives and 
dream interpretation, and used dreams to justify illegal actions, murders, and politi-
cal wars for claiming, consolidating, and maintaining royal power.14 This series of 
symbols and dreams thus have “propagandistic” function and justify Basil’s rise.

The first dream predictions for Basil I come from the lower social classes; as is 
often seen, fate predestines them for the highest ranks.15 Consequently, the first 
dream prediction comes from his mother Pangalo, who saw in three different 
phases symbolic and prophetic dreams concerning the brilliant future of her son. 
In her first dream, she saw a huge golden tree, full of flowers and fruits, which 
exceeded the height of her house. Its trunk was golden, as were its branches and 
leaves. Pangalo narrated her dream to a dream interpreter, who explained it, pre-
dicting the great destiny that awaited her son.16 Her dream and its interpretation 
therefore comforted her worries about the future of her son. In addition, accord-
ing to the narrator Constantine Porphyrogenitus, Mandani, the mother of Persian 
King Cyrus, had a similar dream of huge vine tendrils growing out of her house, 
a dream that predicted the rise of Cyrus to the Persian throne.17 The similarity of 
Pangalo’s dream with the dream of Mandani reveals the intention of Byzantine 
writers to imitate accepted royal narratives and to give Basil an imperial lineage.

Shortly afterwards, Basil’s mother saw a second dream, which was not symbolic 
and did not need an interpretation. This dream was more straightforwardly pro-
phetic, as a seer appeared to her and revealed the future. Pangalo dreamed of an old 
man, whose mouth emitted fire, telling her that she should urge her beloved son 
Basil to go to Constantinople, as God was going to hand over to him the sceptre 
of the Byzantine Empire. As the man who gave the divine message was not rec-
ognisable, the mother asked: “Who art thou, my lord, who brought such cheery 
tidings to me?” The man answered: “I am Elijah the Tishbite.”18 Constantine 
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Porphyrogenitus calls this second dream a divine revelation and a divinely vali-
dated explanation for the first symbolic dream.19 The appearance of saints and 
prophets in the dreams of faithful Christians constitutes a quite common pattern in 
hagiographic literature.20 Similarly, the official historiographers of the Macedonian 
dynasty connected the biblical personality of the Prophet Elijah to Basil I.21

After these early dreams, Basil, on the encouragement of his mother, set out for 
Constantinople, and after a long journey entered the city through the Golden Gate 
and rested beside the monastery of St Diomedes. Around midnight, St Diomedes 
appeared to the abbot of the monastery in a dream and ordered him to go out to 
the gate and call out the name “Basil”. Whoever would answer the call should then 
be brought into the monastery, sheltered, and taken care of, as God had anointed 
him to be emperor and he would contribute to the restoration of the monastery. 
The abbot, believing that the dream was a vain illusion, paid no attention to it 
and turned over to sleep again. He saw the same dream for a second time and, 
as he continued to pay no attention to it, the saint appeared for a third time, and 
threatened angrily to punish him if he did not obey. So he awoke, cried “Basil”, 
and discovered the peasant who was sleeping outside and led him inside the mon-
astery.22 The appearance of St Diomedes in the dream of the abbot is illustrated in 
the folio 83vo of the manuscript of Ioannes Skylitzes which is kept in Madrid.23 It is 
a chrimatismos in three phases, namely a type of dream that consists of three identical 
repeated dreams that appear to one person during the same night.24

The abbot revealed the prediction of St Diomedes to Basil and asked him to 
remember him when the prophecy was fulfilled. He also introduced him to the 
courtier Theophilitzes, a frequent visitor to the monastery, who was also a relative 
of Emperor Michael III. By means of these dreams, therefore, the first contact of 
the peasant Basil with the royal court is achieved. Basil soon won the favour of 
Theophilitzes as he excelled in matters of physical strength and bravery and was 
prompt to carry out whatever orders were given to him. Theophilitzes took him 
into his service in the imperial palace and later promoted him to the position of 
Protostrator, the groom of the royal stable.25

In the meantime, Pangalo, worried that she was ignoring her son’s fate, had 
another dream. She saw a large tree resembling a cypress standing in the courtyard 
of her house. The tree was covered with gilt foliage and had a golden trunk and 
branches. Basil was sitting on top of the tree.26 This time Pangalo did not visit a 
dream interpreter but a pious woman named Anna who, according to Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus, had dedicated herself to prayers and fasting. The woman inter-
preted Pangalo’s dream and encouraged her to be cheerful, as her son was destined 
to have the greatest fate and to become emperor of Byzantium.27

The narration and interpretation of Pangalo’s three dreams is given by 
Constantine Porphyrogenitus in a scaled form. The narration starts with her first 
symbolic dream and its interpretation, continues with the prophecy of the Prophet 
Elijah, and concludes with her third dream and the consequent reassurance of a 
pious woman. This scalar presentation of dreams and interpretation aims to present 
the rise of Basil I to the imperial throne as God-chosen, and to justify both the 
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pagan and the Christian methods and practices used by Basil’s narrators in order to 
achieve this goal.

In the meantime, Basil, while serving Theophilitzes, decided to accompany him 
on an imperial mission to the city of Patras in Greece in 856. There he met the 
millionairess and widow Danielis, who was twenty years his senior, and started a 
romantic relationship with her. Danielis was very fond of Basil and bestowed on 
him lavish gifts of gold, rich clothes, and land. She later travelled to Constantinople 
with a large retinue in order to visit him after he had become emperor and there 
she was rewarded with the title of “King Mother”.28

With newfound wealth, Basil returned to his homeland in Macedonia and pur-
chased property for himself and his family. He even donated to the monastery of 
St Diomedes, where he had been sheltered during his first days in Constantinople, 
thus fulfilling the abbot’s prophetic dream. But soon he returned to Constantinople 
and the imperial palace. At a banquet given by Theophilitzes and Antigonus, 
Caesar Bardas’ son, Basil gained the attention of the emperor Michael III.29 In the 
wrestling match that followed the banquet, Basil defeated a well-known Bulgarian 
wrestler who had claimed to be unbeatable. As a result of this, Basil was honoured 
with court offices and soon became the Emperor’s confidant and bodyguard (para-
koimomenos).30 On Emperor Michael’s orders, he even divorced his wife Maria and 
married Eudokia Ingerina, Michael’s favourite mistress. However, Michael contin-
ued his relationship with Eudokia as well.31

As Imperial Parakoimomenos, Basil gained access to the intimate affairs of the 
palace and accompanied Emperor Michael on military expeditions of the Byzantine 
army in Asia Minor. In one of these expeditions against the Arabs, Basil convinced 
Michael that his uncle Caesar Bardas coveted the Byzantine throne and was organ-
ising a conspiracy against him. Together they organised a plot against Bardas which 
resulted in his assassination, on 21 April 866, inside the imperial tent during a cam-
paign outside the city of Miletus.32

Caesar Bardas, just three months before his assassination, foresaw in a dream his 
own violent death as well as that of Michael. The dream is narrated by the Byzantine 
hagiographer Nicetas Paphlagon in his Life of Patriarch Ignatius.33 According to this 
source, Bardas ran straight to his friend the courtier Philotheos Logothetes in order 
to narrate his nightmare:

I have dreamt something that has broken all my bones and loosed my joints 
. . . one night I enter the Great Church in the company of the Emperor, as 
though in a procession . . . and I see images of archangels from all the win-
dows. When I approach the ambo, I see two cubicularii (officials), harsh and 
severe. One of them seizes the Emperor, drags him to the right and attacks 
him violently as if to kill him; in the same manner, the other one takes me 
to the left. Suddenly I look up and see, sitting on the throne in the sanctu-
ary, an aged man who resembles the image of Saint Peter and at his feet I 
see Patriarch Ignatius making a supplication. Then Ignatius turns round and 
points at me, saying: ‘He is the one who caused me more grief than all the 
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others’. Hearing this, the aged man with the image of Saint Peter, shouts: 
‘Seize Bardas who has brought the wrath of God and cut him in pieces in 
front of the narthex’. Immediately I am dragged off and attacked by the 
cubicularii as if to my death; and as I am trying to defend myself, I see the aged 
man shaking his finger at the Emperor, saying: ‘Just wait, impious child’. 
Then, as if awake, I see myself being torn in pieces.34

In fact, Emperor Michael had deposed Patriarch Ignatius in 858 as he had disap-
proved of his religious policies. Ignatius, who was briefly replaced by Photios, was 
later restored on the patriarchal throne by Basil.

Shortly after the assassination of Bardas, Basil was invested with the dignity of 
Caesar (the title held by Bardas) and later was crowned co-emperor beside Michael 
in the Church of St Sophia on 26 May 866. The joint reign of Michael and Basil 
lasted for more than a year but the relations of the two men became strained when 
Michael started to favour the royal courtier Basiliskus with an eye to investing him 
with the imperial title. The favouritism that Michael clearly showed for Basiliskus 
infuriated Basil and motivated him to organise Michael’s assassination. On the 
night of 24 September 867, when Michael, after a banquet, returned drunk to his 
chamber in the Palace of St Mamas, Basil and eight of his supporters, including his 
brothers Marinos and Symbatios, gained entry to the imperial chambers, attacked 
Michael, and killed him. In this heinous way Basil ascended the Byzantine throne.35

The five dreams concerning the life of Emperor Basil I legitimised his actions in 
usurping the imperial throne. They served Basil’s political interests and strengthened 
ties between religious authority and political power. The illustration of the dreams in 
the manuscripts varies according to their content. In symbolic dreams which need to 
be interpreted, the dreamer and the dream coexist in the same scene. In some cases, 
the dreamer, although he has his eyes closed, actively participates in the dream. The 
dreamer and the dream interpreter, who is depicted explaining the content of the 
dream, are illustrated in the nearby scene. In the chrimatismoi a supernatural being 
appears to the dreamer and announces a prophecy or issues a command. The fulfil-
ment of the prophecy or the command is depicted as an autonomous representation; 
it is, however, an extension and interpretation of the previous scene.36

It is remarkable that Basil, despite being a person with no education or mili-
tary or administrative experience, became an effective and respected monarch, 
ruling for nineteen years. He overthrew the ruling Amorian dynasty, whose 
last descendant was Michael III, and established the Macedonian dynasty. As an 
emperor, he inaugurated the most glorious and prosperous era of the Byzantine 
Empire. He received little political criticism regarding the murder of Michael III 
due to Michael’s unpopularity with the Byzantine populace. In fact, according 
to Constantine Porphyrogenitus, Michael appeared to be a monarch who had 
degraded the dignity of the imperial office. Byzantine sources describe Michael’s 
habitual drunkenness (he was given the nickname “the Drunkard”), his obsession 
with chariot racing, and his passion for organising public displays in order to mock 
the processions and rituals of the Church.
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In contrast, the prudent and skilful policy that Basil followed in the internal 
and external affairs of the Empire made Byzantium the strongest power in Europe 
and the eastern Mediterranean. Basil undertook an extensive building program 
in Constantinople, constructing many churches as well as hospitals and houses 
for the poor. He reorganised the judicial system and personally collected all the 
past laws into sixty books, the Basilika, and smaller legal manuals, the Eisagoge. 
Because of this great legislative work he is often called a “second Justinian”. 
Further to this, he appointed educated, objective, and well-paid judges, multi-
plied the lower courts, and provided shelter and food to provincial citizens of the 
Empire who had to remain in Constantinople while their lawsuits were pending 
in the courts.37

In August 866, following a serious hunting injury and brief illness, Basil died 
after nineteen years of reign, leaving a peaceful and secure transition to his sons Leo 
and Alexander.38 Yet, when historians compiled formal histories of this energetic 
and progressive emperor, they still felt the need to rely on divinely inspired dream 
narratives to validate Basil’s reign and ensure that his memory was not tainted by 
the brutality and the illegitimate means by which he assumed power.
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9
“KING BY FACT, NOT BY LAW”

Legitimacy and exequies in medieval England1

Anna M. Duch

When the tomb of Henry VI was opened at St George’s Chapel, Windsor, in 
1910, the sight that greeted investigators was disappointing. Within a lead coffin, 
the King’s bones were lumped into a heap. Sir Alexander Macalister, a professor 
of anatomy, confessed he could not determine much beyond the fact the bones 
had once formed a forty-five- to fifty-five-year-old man who stood about 5’9”; 
the remains were in very poor condition. Macalister believed that the bones had 
been in an earthen grave,2 suggesting that he saw evidence of insect activity, fungal 
involvement, animal disruption, or some other contaminating factor that would 
accelerate decomposition. In narrative and financial accounts of Henry’s funeral, 
directed by Edward IV, in 1471, a lead coffin—a common preservative meas-
ure during the Middle Ages—was not mentioned. Thus, being interred only in 
a highly perishable wooden coffin, Henry partially returned to earth at Chertsey 
Abbey, in Surrey, permitting his remains to mix with those already present. This 
would explain not only the absence of Henry’s right arm bones, but also the acci-
dental inclusion of a pig’s bone in the casket.3 In 1484, when Richard III trans-
ferred Henry from Chertsey to Windsor, it is highly likely that the decayed body 
was disarticulated and placed inside the lead coffin that was then next seen in 
1910.4 The tomb was resealed with a simple slab with the King’s name on it.

How could a consecrated king be buried in such a way? The same question 
was asked in 2012, when the remains of Richard III were rediscovered at Leicester 
Greyfriars. The grave had been dug too short, and Richard’s bones had signs of 
peri-mortem abuse, that is, occurring around the time of death; although there 
were at least two fatal skull wounds, the ribs and pelvis were peppered with injuries 
that were likely inflicted after the body had been stripped of its armour at Bosworth 
in 1485.5 Other kings had lost their crowns, such as Edward II in 1327 and Richard 
II in 1399, yet they had been accorded funerals and burials that remarked upon 
their station. This question of disparate circumstances was first considered by Joel 
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Burden in his chapter “How Do You Bury a Deposed King?”6 Burden suggests 
that these “bad” exequies were performed on men like Henry VI and Richard III 
to deny the deceased their status as kings. This chapter will take up this argument 
and go further: in the eyes of those who buried them, Henry VI and Richard III 
were never legitimate kings, thus they were not subject to the rules of the medieval 
English royal funeral. In contrast, Edward II and Richard II, though they lacked 
kingly status at their death, were ultimately reconciled to the royal prescriptive 
texts of the English royal funeral, as well as contemporary political considerations, 
because they were undisputedly legitimate. Only the initial burials of these royal 
and formerly royal bodies will be addressed; discussion of the reburials of three of 
these kings would require a chapter all its own.7

Burying a king

Prescriptive texts pertaining to the royal funeral are found in a number of medieval 
manuscripts related to the ceremonial life of the monarchy. De Exequiis Regalibus 
is a short description of royal mortuary procedures found in the Litlyngton Missal 
(MS 37) and the Liber Regalis (MS 38) of Westminster Abbey, as well as Pamplona 
MS 197, and it has been copied into other, later manuscripts, including the Liber 
Regie Capelle and Articles Ordained by King Henry VII for Regulation of His Household, 
1494 (hereafter referred to as the Household Articles). The text, originally written 
sometime before the mid-fourteenth century,8 briefly describes how the king’s 
body should be preserved by bathing, evisceration, and embalming. Fashion and 
personal preferences changed with each monarch, but the text demanded that the 
body be prepared and dressed and arranged in his coffin honourably and fittingly 
(honeste and decenter in the text).9

The preservation of the medieval corpse was a vital element of the English royal 
funeral. The bodies of kings as early as Henry II were shown to high-ranking men 
of the kingdom prior to interment,10 and it was common for medieval English 
kings to lay in their coffins above ground for months between death and funeral.11 
De Exequiis Regalibus addresses universal, preservative concerns of a dead body, 
but its practices predate any text. The grave goods that were enclosed with the 
body were important indicators of status; for an English king, the items explicitly 
identified were the rod and ball, the sceptre, and a crown. De Exequiis Regalibus is 
accompanied by an illumination in Pamplona MS 197, the Litlyngton Missal, and 
the Liber Regalis.12 Each of these manuscripts has an illumination of a dead king 
lying on a chare, a specialised cart or wagon for carrying the deceased’s coffin. The 
king depicted in the Pamplona MS holds a gold ball in his hands. The Litlyngton 
Missal king holds a gold rod and ball. The Liber Regalis king holds a rod and sceptre. 
These items corroborate the prescriptive text De Exequiis Regalibus, but they were 
also commonly associated symbols of monarchy by the late fourteenth century, 
particularly in England and France.13

In the mid-fifteenth-century Liber Regie Capelle, the guiding book for the Chapel 
Royal, the funerary section included De Exequiis Regalibus and then dictated not 
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only the sequence of masses to be held for the dead but also that a certain amount 
of conspicuous consumption was required at a royal funeral. These demands were 
to be fulfilled for the funerals of both kings and queens; the consort was equal to 
her husband in this ceremonial matter.14 Prior to the full funeral text, the Liber Regie 
Capelle has a small paragraph which dictates the expected dress of the attendees and 
the appearance of the chapel or church in cases of either a funeral or anniversary. 
The altars were to be covered in black, and the members of the Chapel were to be 
clothed in black cloth of gold, or black velvet. Those in attendance, including the 
new king and the dowager queen, were to wear black over their garments. If the 
body was present, then a herse was to be in the church as well.15

A herse, distinct from the modern hearse, was a large wooden structure in which 
the coffin was placed, and around the outside it supported numerous candles.16 
The greater the status of the deceased, the greater the herse and greater the number 
of candles. Likewise, the status of the dead dictated the numbers of cloths of gold 
to be offered, how many torches were to be held by mourners, the religious cer-
emonies at each stop, and other signs that indicated that this person had enough 
financial and political importance to be able to execute such features.17 At every 
stop of the procession between the place of death and the site of burial, an Office of 
the Dead—Vespers, nine-lesson Matins, and Lauds—and three votive masses of the 
Trinity, Blessed Virgin, and Requiem were to be performed. These extensive reli-
gious offerings were signs of wealth; the minimum requirement for any Christian 
person’s funeral was a Mass of Requiem, but additional offices and masses could be 
had for someone willing to pay for them in order to expedite the deceased king or 
queen’s transit through Purgatory. Additionally, an archbishop officiated each of 
these events, further emphasising the status of the dead.18

Similarly, the Household Articles, which provided guidance for funerals of anyone 
of the nobility, indicate that the extent of the exequies should reflect the person’s 
status at death. There were clear divisions between one rank and the next; those 
who were ranked as dukes or higher could expect a procession like that described 
above in the Liber Regie Capelle as well as formal welcome into each city, but 
those who were below this rank may not have such honours.19 Additionally, for 
someone of such rank, “forty-eight torches is little enough”,20 and it is implied that 
those higher or lower than a duke would receive torches proportionate to his or 
her rank. In general, the De Exequiis Regalibus and Liber Regie Capelle funerary texts 
were designed to be used by those producing the exequies, while the Household 
Articles text was targeting those in attendance, informing the audience as to what 
was appropriate dress and conduct at a certain rank’s exequies.

The funerals described in all these texts were far from plain. However, each text 
pivots on the status of the dead. The specific status of kings-who-were-not-kings 
when they died was therefore a very difficult problem to resolve for those plan-
ning their funerals. Considering that each king had been removed from power and 
stripped of his status as king in life, there was an understandable measure of uncer-
tainty as to whether he should be awarded such honours in death. Certain changes 
had to be enacted to reflect his new station—whatever it was.
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Fortunately, the royal prescriptive texts were flexible enough to accommodate 
a wide variety of events, including necessary departures from the standard order. 
The texts’ principal function was to normalise and make ornate royal funerals 
manageable, not overcomplicate the proceedings. A successful funeral was one that 
adapted to complications external to the religious ceremonies, including a king 
who was not the king at his death. Although not all of the texts were written by the 
time of the funeral of Edward II in 1327 or that of Richard II in 1400, it is clear 
that certain features were already expected; practice often preceded commitment 
to parchment. However, differences must have been anticipated, due to the fact 
that both men had been removed from power. Edward had been replaced by his 
son Edward III after being deposed or forced to abdicate in January 1327,21 and 
Richard was deposed or forced to abdicate in September 1399 and replaced by his 
cousin Henry IV.22

Both men were imprisoned after losing their crowns and lived for some time 
thereafter.23 Edward of Caernarvon died on 21 September 1327 at Berkeley Castle, 
and Richard of Bordeaux was held at Pontefract Castle until his death on 14 
February 1400. These places were deliberately far away from Westminster, so as 
not to distract from the new regimes. However, care for the formerly royal bod-
ies was not ignored. In preparation for his funeral, Edward of Caernarvon was 
embalmed by a woman.24 Little else is known about the preservation of Edward’s 
body; there are no other comments about its appearance prior to the funeral, and 
Edward’s tomb at Gloucester has never been opened. Richard of Bordeaux’s body 
was treated very well; his bones were described as being in “near perfect” condi-
tion and dry by surgeon Charles Sangster, one companion of Arthur P. Stanley, 
Dean of Westminster, during the tomb’s 1871 opening.25 Thomas Tuttebury of 
the King’s Wardrobe received £66 13s 4d on 17 February 1400 for the handling of 
Richard’s corpse, which would have sufficiently embalmed and dressed the body.26

Unlike Edward of Caernarvon, Richard of Bordeaux had created a will that 
explicitly laid out what he wanted for his funeral, including how he was to be 
dressed, how the procession was to look, and other details.27 Although the speci-
ficity of this will, right down to a white velvet (or satin) robe he was to wear, has 
been used as evidence of Richard’s imperious demands, the minutiae dictated in 
Richard II’s will were not addressed in the extant prescriptive text, De Exequiis 
Regalibus. Rather, Richard introduced his orders as instructions for how to do 
a funeral in more regio, in the royal way; he was reporting on what he viewed to 
already be the standard. This was not an improvisation, and indeed, certain features 
of Richard II’s requests had been seen in prior kings’ exequies. Many details pro-
vided in his will would finally appear as part of the royal prescriptive funerary texts 
in Liber Regie Capelle in 1449. Henry IV abided by some of these requests, though 
not all; Richard had asked for the funeral of a king—which he was not at his death.

There is limited information as to what Richard actually wore when he was 
buried. Eyewitnesses report that Richard’s tightly wrapped body, face uncov-
ered, was placed on a chare with black cloths, surrounded by torches and the 
banners of saints George and Edward the Confessor.28 Possibly, Richard was 
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dressed in whatever he had with him at Pontefract. In his will, he had specified 
the sceptre and jewellery to be included in his coffin. The survival of any of these 
items, if they existed, is unlikely; there had been holes in the shared tomb box 
of Richard and his queen, Anne of Bohemia, and items (including bones) are 
known to have been stolen from the tomb. This resulted in an oral tradition that 
there were copper crowns in the tomb, but upon opening in 1871, no such items 
were found.29 The fragmented items in the tomb included what may have been 
parts of a sceptre,30 but these may have been from Richard’s reburial in 1413.

Evidence of the contents of Edward of Caernarvon’s unopened coffin is more 
plentiful, due to information in accounts of the Great Wardrobe. Edward wore 
his undergarments (tunic, shirt, cap, gloves, and coronation coif) from his coro-
nation, while his external garments appear to have been made for his exequies.31 
Uniquely, Edward of Caernarvon did have a funerary effigy, an image or man-
nequin of the deceased that was placed on top of the coffin during the exequies; 
this was the first of its kind, and until the sixteenth century it was a privilege 
reserved for the highest royal and ecclesiastic elites. However, despite wearing 
clothing fit for a king, Edward of Caernarvon was not issued a crown, rod, or 
sceptre by the Great Wardrobe.32

The crown, rod, and sceptre are explicitly mentioned requirements in De 
Exequiis Regalibus. David Carpenter, in discussing Henry III’s exequies, determined 
that if an effigy was employed, the clothes it wore and the accessories it held were 
eventually returned to the Great Wardrobe, while those worn by the corpse never 
made it back for obvious reasons, which is explicitly noted in the jewel account.33 
Henry III, who did not have an effigy, thus took all his clothes and symbols of 
royalty to the grave. One set of Edward II’s clothes (mantle, tunic, dalmatic, belt 
hose, shoes, cap, and spurs) made it back, and the undergarments did not. The 
external garments were more decorated and valuable, so they had been placed on 
the effigy to be retrieved later; the clothes made for Edward’s corpse were prob-
ably not as ostentatious, though the value cannot be ascertained due to decay of the 
account. An interesting accessory was a gilt crown, valued at 7s 8d.34 It is unlikely 
that Queen Isabella or Roger Mortimer, the de facto rulers, would have permit-
ted the effigy to be crowned and visible to the public; Edward III, not Edward of 
Caernarvon, was king. Given that Edward of Caernarvon’s coronation coif was not 
returned, the crown was probably paired with it, hidden from view, and went with 
the body to the grave. The crown was symbolic; it was just an artefact of Edward’s 
previous status and power, much like the undergarments he wore. The reality was 
more reflected in what his hands held: nothing. His external garments in his cof-
fin were likely pale copies of the valuable robes he wore the day he was crowned, 
memories of what had been.

Similarly, when looking at the illuminated Chroniques by Froissart held in the 
British Library (Harley MS 4380), the dead Richard II is seen in his procession, 
crowned but empty-handed.35 Richard’s hands had not been exposed during his 
procession, as only his face was visible.36 Their appearance in the illumination 
should be seen as artistic license and political euphemism. The medieval audience 
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was culturally aware about the problem of a deposed or usurped king’s status; it was 
not by accident that these items were excluded from their funerals.

Neither Edward nor Richard were buried at Westminster, the centre of the 
English government. However, both bodies were viewed and sent on proces-
sion. Knights of Bristol and Gloucester were invited to view the body of Edward, 
probably at Berkeley, before its removal to Gloucester on 21 October 1327.37 
Edward’s body was then taken on procession to Gloucester Abbey, which was 
less than twenty miles away from the site of Edward’s death and far enough away 
from London to be out of sight and hopefully out of mind, as far as Queen Isabella 
and Mortimer were concerned.38 The procession had at least some of the elements 
described in the Liber Regie Capelle and the Household Articles. Listed in an accounts 
roll at the Berkeley Castle Muniments are the expenses for dyeing a white can-
vas black for the funeral chare, the trappings for horses, decorations for the chare, 
oblations for the soul of the King, and the expenses for the Berkeley family to 
accompany the body to Gloucester Abbey.39

Richard of Bordeaux’s body was taken from his place of death to London and 
then onward to King’s Langley, thirty miles outside of London, for burial on 6 
March 1400. The location of King’s Langley for burial was a personally significant 
place for Richard; it was one of his favourite residences,40 and he had interred 
his predeceased brother, Edward of Angoulême, there.41 Along the processional 
route, there were mourners in black with torches, along with additional mourners 
with torches to greet the procession in London; Henry IV himself attended the 
services at St Paul’s.42 Froissart states that after St Paul’s, Richard lay at Cheapside 
for two hours before being moved to King’s Langley for his final exequies.43 So far, 
Richard’s funeral appears to have been appropriately carried out.

Henry IV paid out further sums for the body’s transport and commemorative 
activity, including over 1,000 masses.44 In the chronicles, very specific reports of 
the liturgical elements of Richard II’s exequies are present, stating that the Office 
of the Dead took place, with Henry IV’s approval and attendance.45 Indeed, these 
items were required elements as set out by Liber Regie Capelle. As previously noted, 
all Christians needed a Mass of Requiem at their deaths, but a king was to receive 
the Office of the Dead and votive three masses (Trinity, Blessed Virgin, and 
Requiem) at each location where he was taken in procession. This reflected the 
king’s status and his capacity for conspicuous consumption; only a man of a certain 
level of power and money could afford all of this. A king not having enough hours 
and masses was socially disturbing; his status was perceived to be undermined. 
Henry IV clearly provided enough to give Richard this courtesy.

Other courtesies were not afforded. The author of Chronicque de la Traison 
et Mort de Richard Deux Roy Dengleterre stated that Richard was buried come un 
poure gentil home or “like a poor gentleman”.46 Thomas Walsingham of St Albans 
complained that the abbot of St Albans was called upon late the night before the 
funeral and that the ceremonies the following morning were rushed. They were 
not well attended; Henry IV did not appear. Those that attended the final masses 
were not offered a meal afterwards.47 The meal, or convivium, is a prescribed part 
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of the funeral in the Liber Regie Capelle.48 The Chapel Royal, the body governed 
by the Liber Regie Capelle, was a part of the King’s Household; the implication 
is that the Household was to supply the convivium after the funeral and burial. It 
is ambiguous whether Henry IV was obliged to provide such a courtesy for his 
deposed predecessor, as Richard II was not king at his death and it was no longer 
his household. Walsingham’s other complaints plausibly match up with that of 
the French narrative. The funeral of a “poor gentleman” did not meet social 
expectations due to the inability to spend money. Henry IV actively chose not to 
spend money on the secular features of Richard’s exequies, thus denying him the 
status of king. Henry’s tacit refusal to attend Richard’s final funerary masses also 
undermined Richard’s status.

The most glaring problem with Henry IV’s funeral for Richard was the site 
of burial itself. As described above, King’s Langley was not a terrible choice, but 
there was a complication: Richard had already completed his tomb—which was 
to be shared with his predeceased consort, Anne of Bohemia—by 1395, including 
the placement of recumbent statues of the (to-be) deceased.49 This may well have 
tainted opinions regarding Henry IV and Richard II’s exequies, regardless of how 
well they were executed.50 Joel Burden rightly believes that Henry IV had tried to 
hedge between continuity with Richard and breaking away to establish his own 
ways. He attempted to grant Richard some elements of what would have been due 
to him, but also denied him others so as not to compromise Henry’s own status.51

Edward II’s funeral on 20 December 1327 was not as troublesome. There were 
at least two extensively decorated herses, standards, pennants, decorated coverings 
for harnesses, horses, and his coffin at Gloucester (all decorated with gold leaf), and 
appropriate clothing for the knights in attendance and other mourners.52 These 
items can be placed in the contexts of the Liber Regie Capelle and the Household 
Articles. This was certainly a funeral for a man of status, even though there are no 
surviving narrative accounts from those in attendance. However, Edward could 
not be honoured as a king, as his son King Edward III had already been reigning 
since January 1327. This lack of status can be seen in the aforementioned appear-
ance of the effigy and the clothing of the corpse, but was also manifest in the 
conspicuously absent torches and candles. So often described in both the wills of 
kings53 and in the prescriptive texts,54 the torches were to be dictated by rank: the 
higher the rank, the greater the number. What was Edward of Caernarvon’s rank 
as a deposed king? Any rich man could have a lovely herse, but as mentioned above, 
the amount of candles and torches he had would identify his rank. Edward’s exact 
position at his exequies was ambiguous, though there are no extant complaints 
about his exequies.

The funerals of Edward II and Richard II signified the importance of the 
deceased, yet also recognised that they were no longer kings. For Edward II, the 
goal of the funeral was never to delegitimise or negate Edward II as a king, because 
it was by virtue of his father’s kingship that Edward III reigned.55 For Richard II, 
some courtesies were afforded, such as a large number of masses and a procession, 
but others—including being buried where he wanted, and the demands of his 
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will—could not. Although there were some unique features in Edward II’s funeral, 
chroniclers never mentioned them. Close reading of the financial accounts and 
comparisons to other kings’ exequies bring out these differences, not an eyewitness 
or contemporary complaining about them. The exequies were unremarkable and 
unobjectionable by contemporaries—they were a success. In contrast, chroniclers 
did complain about certain inconsistencies in Richard of Bordeaux’s funeral, so 
this was less of a victory for the succeeding regime. Still, one must consider that 
the succession of Edward III was a much more direct and logical conclusion than 
Henry IV’s own accession; Henry knew he was on precarious ground, so being too 
courteous to his rival may have endangered his own prospects.

In the Household Articles of 1494, a man was to be led into his funeral church 
with all his standards of rank, from least to greatest, and to have candles appropriate 
in number to his station.56 Although this was newly committed to writing, it had 
been in practice for centuries. Even if a king was no longer king, the man still held 
some sort of station, unless he had been completely cast out. We therefore have 
the cases of Edward of Caernarvon and Richard of Bordeaux, no longer kings, but 
at least Edward was the Count of Ponthieu (through his mother), and Richard had 
held the titles of his father (Prince of Wales, Duke of Cornwall, Earl of Chester) for 
nearly a year prior to his accession. Their successors on the English throne viewed 
them as having been legitimate, though errant. Edward II and Richard II retained 
certain rights by their previous stations, and this was seen in how their funerals 
were conducted. They enjoyed funerals that were not kingly, but certainly noble, 
which is what they would have been if the crown had not passed to them. They 
were also subject to some process of deposition or forced abdication; they had been 
legitimate upon accession, so there had to be some action performed for them to 
release their power to their successor. This was the definitive difference between 
these two kings-that-were-not-kings in the fourteenth century and Henry VI and 
Richard III in the fifteenth century.

King by fact, not by law

In the Calendar of Charter Rolls, early on in Edward IV’s reign, the phrase “king 
by fact, not by law” springs up repeatedly in reference to items issued by the 
Lancastrian kings from 1399 to 1461.57 The Lancastrians, in the Yorkist mind, 
were never licit kings of England, though in fact laws and financial arrangements 
were ordered by them. These had to be honoured lest the kingdom descend into 
chaos,58 but the power they had wielded was never rightfully theirs. Richard II 
had attainted Henry Bolingbroke,59 and Edward IV may have considered that 
sentence to be in effect for his descendants. Edward IV ensured that Henry VI had 
this status by attainting him in the Parliament of November 1461, stripping him 
of the duchy of Lancaster.60

The phrase rang out again, though in a different choice of words, when Henry 
VII described Richard III’s reign. Richard III was never considered to have been 
rightfully king from the moment he died, as he was succeeded by Henry VII, a 
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man who felt that his rival’s reign was completely illegitimate.61 Although Richard 
III held the lands and titles of York by being his father’s surviving, legitimate 
heir,62 Henry VII made it a point to back-date his reign prior to Bosworth, deem 
Richard III a traitor, and attaint him post-mortem, stripping him of whatever titles 
he had. Henry VII did this at his first Parliament in November 1485. For both 
Henry VI and Richard III, the status of the deceased was completely nullified by 
attainder, and neither were afforded a formal process of deposition. As a result of 
their attainders, they were never kings. They were no longer princes of the blood 
royal. According to their attainders, these two men were not even nobles. There 
was no need to apply any prescriptive text with rigour. A rule not applied cannot 
be broken.

Refusing to adhere to the rules of the royal funeral had consequences, often 
immediately. The embalming stipulations in De Exequiis Regalibus were clearly dis-
regarded by Edward IV when arranging for the exequies of Henry VI, oft referred 
to as Henry of Windsor. The 1910 tomb opening offers the physical evidence for 
this, but there is also narrative and financial evidence that corroborates the accu-
sation of poor handling. The interval between Henry’s death and burial in May 
1471 was only three days, as he died at the Tower of London. Henry was paraded 
with an open visage, so that he could be identified.63 According to Warkworth’s 
Chronicle, Henry’s body, while coffined, left blood on the ground, once at St Paul’s 
and once at Blackfriars.64 “Cruentation” was the medieval urban legend in which a 
victim always bled in the presence of his murderer. Henry theoretically bled in the 
presence of the pro-Yorkist courtiers and the royal house. Bleeding after death was 
also considered a sign of a martyr, and Henry quickly acquired a saintly following.65 
The report of blood might be dismissed as pro-Lancastrian propaganda, but given 
the condition of Henry’s remains in 1910 and the stipulations of medieval preser-
vation, the “bleeding” may have been the result of a poor embalming.

The costs of Henry’s embalming were also low, as most of the money desig-
nated for his funeral was for the guarding of the corpse. Only £15 3s 6½d, given to 
Hugh Brice, was set aside for clergy, cloth, spices (the item that implied embalm-
ing), torches for the escort to St Paul’s and to Chertsey, and other items, such as the 
unmentioned embalmer himself.66 There was an additional payment of £9 10s 11d 
to Richard Martyn for twenty-eight yards of Holland linen and other items related 
to Henry’s exit from the Tower, including the soldiers’ salary for escort. Henry IV 
had spent far more than this amount caring for Richard’s body in 1400 compared 
to what Edward IV spent in 1471 for Henry’s body. In 1377, £21 had been spent 
solely upon the embalming of Edward III.67 The poor condition of Henry’s bones 
partially reflect the initial lack of a lead coffin—a measure recommended by the 
prescriptive texts the Liber Regie Capelle68 and the Household Articles.69 His exposure 
to the populace of London, the financial accounts, and the presence of tissue and 
hair clinging to the skull indicate that Henry was embalmed, though poorly.70 The 
body did not withstand the centuries, or even the days before burial.

If we believe that Henry bled on the streets outside St Paul’s and Blackfriars, 
then we may also believe he was denied divine services in those churches; it was 
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forbidden to contaminate a church by shedding blood, whether by violence or 
due to an incontinent body.71 If Henry’s corpse was leaking, then he may have 
been denied entry. Alternatively, if he had not bled, this may have been part of 
Edward IV’s disregard for him; it was a distinctly royal or elite feature to have 
the body in the church, rather than waiting outside. Although sources state that 
Henry had a procession with torches from the Tower to St Paul’s with stops in 
between, these sources equally lack any mention of offices or masses for Henry 
in London. He was taken to churches to be seen, but there is no mention of any-
thing happening at those churches. Hall reported that there were no Offices of 
the Dead, no masses, no tapers, no riders, and no mourners.72 Others concurred, 
saying that there were only soldiers guarding the body, as if the dead Henry was 
being marched to execution.73

The Exchequer tells a slightly different story. The Carmelites, Augustinians, 
Dominicans, and Franciscans each received £1 and “other charities”, while the 
Brothers of the Holy Cross received £2 for masses to be said for Henry in London. 
The Dominicans also received £2 12s 3d for masses and obsequies at Chertsey, 
for a total of £8 12s 3d.74 There were certainly masses said for Henry in the City 
of London and at Chertsey on the day of his burial, but not necessarily during the 
procession in the days before. Unlike Richard of Bordeaux, there are no assurances 
by chroniclers that Henry of Windsor had masses offered for him while he was 
processed through London, nor any report of St Paul’s receiving money for masses. 
The procession, funeral, and burial of Henry was a speedy affair. The corruption of 
Henry’s corpse in public and the lack of any remedial action violated the spirit of 
De Exequiis Regalibus in its provisions for proper embalming and for giving a king 
a fitting funeral and burial. The exequies for Henry were thought to be pitiful.75

There is little evidence to suggest that Richard III, who had also lost his crown, 
received anything other than burial in holy ground. After his death on Bosworth 
Field on 22 August 1485, Richard was taken to the Church of the Annunciation 
in Leicester and lay in state for two days as evidence that he was dead.76 He was 
transported to Greyfriars for burial, slung over a horse’s back, tied up. Polydore 
Vergil indicates that Richard was buried naked, “without any pomp or solemn 
funeral”.77 David Baldwin postulated in 1986 that despite the disgraced state of the 
former king, he might have been interred in the choir of Greyfriars, a traditional 
place of honour.78 He was not attainted and stripped of his titles until November.

Baldwin’s theory was confirmed with the 2012 excavation of the Greyfriars’ 
church in Leicester and the subsequent positive identification of Richard III’s 
remains therein.79 The ground near the skeleton’s sacral area revealed the presence 
of roundworms,80 indicating that Richard was buried with his intestines and not 
eviscerated. His two-day display in the Church of the Annunciation suggests that 
no preservative measures were taken. No evidence of a coffin or grave goods, such 
as cloth or jewellery, was found in the grave, which was too small.81 If Richard had 
been shrouded by the friars, this would have decayed.82

Richard III’s treatment resulted from the fact that he had never been consid-
ered king by Henry VII, and this status was made official by the post-mortem 
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attainder.83 His attainder meant that Henry VII was ultimately under little obliga-
tion to do anything more than to see that Richard was buried in holy ground. 
As Richard was never a true king, there was no reason to carry out the activities 
described in De Exequiis Regalibus and the Liber Regie Capelle. By loss of his titles, 
Richard would not have received the honours described in the Household Articles 
for princes of the blood royal either. Richard’s reputation had already been marred 
by the manner in which he acquired the throne, the disappearance of his nephews, 
and rumours surrounding his marital ties. Despite this, chroniclers condemned 
those who did not treat his body well and expressed complicated feelings regard-
ing Richard himself. As Polydore Vergil stated (later paraphrased by others), “And 
so the miserable man had suddenly such an end as wont is to happen to them that 
have right and law both of God and man in like estimation, as well [as] impiety and 
wickedness.” In essence, Richard deserved his fate because he was a rotten person, 
but he was still king.84 It must be considered that although Edward IV and Henry 
VII sought to undermine their predecessors’ statuses, they could not control the 
perception of those who pitied Henry VI or those who were slightly perturbed by 
the treatment of Richard’s body.

Although they had to be loyal to the new king, the Franciscan friars in Leicester 
still had an obligation to offer care for the souls of the poor, as they were (and are) 
charged in their vows; the prayers for burial were probably said, and Richard III’s 
former status was recognised by being buried in the choir. If no offices and masses 
were said before Richard’s interment, they may have been performed after Henry 
Tudor and his men departed from Leicester. An alternative order of burial pre-
sents itself in BL Arundel MS 26, the extant narrative of the exequies of Elizabeth 
Woodville, Edward IV’s queen. In her will, the former consort had chosen not to 
have her full royal funeral as permitted by the Liber Regie Capelle, but rather a sim-
pler, plainer one. Her only regal request was to be interred in the vault of Edward 
IV.85 She was buried before any of her mourners arrived, in the dead of night, much 
to the horror of the manuscript’s writer.86 However, over the course of the follow-
ing days, her hours and masses were said in the presence of her surviving children, 
save for Cecily and Queen Elizabeth.87 There were general words of burial said for 
Elizabeth Woodville the night she was interred, but the Office of the Dead and three 
masses were executed days after; this was not liturgically unacceptable, or else those 
at Windsor would not have performed it. Socially, however, this event seems to 
have been an oddity; the writer of Arundel MS 26 aims his objections at the nature 
and order of events being below Elizabeth’s station as a former queen and as mother 
of the current queen. His distressed tone is reminiscent of Henry VI’s chroniclers 
in discussing his lack of liturgical hours and masses at every stop. Even though the 
prescriptive texts may have been applied appropriately and the private wishes of the 
deceased honoured, funerals for kings (and queens) that did not meet expectations 
were negatively commented upon. Chroniclers noticed when the traditional or the 
critical liturgical elements were missing. Failure to meet societal expectations pertain-
ing to the deceased’s status also provoked criticism, even if the funeral had met the 
necessary criteria of Christian burial and the prescriptive texts of the royal house. The 
writer of Arundel MS 26 was greatly displeased by the low-profile funeral and burial 
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of Elizabeth Woodville, the queen dowager, even though it had been by her will and 
it was not liturgically inappropriate.88

Conclusion

Edward II and Richard II received exequies that were far more splendid than 
Henry VI and Richard III. More money was expended on the first pair, and 
their exequies had many royal features, although the handling of Richard II 
became awkward as Henry IV attempted to balance his claim with Richard’s 
own indisputable one. Decoding the success of a royal medieval funeral partly 
depends on determining how contemporaries viewed it. No comment or 
complaint was rendered for the exequies of Edward II. The irregularities of 
Henry VI and Richard III’s burials dominate chronicle accounts. Richard II 
lay somewhere in the middle. Save for Thomas Walsingham’s chronicles and 
the Chronicque de la Traison et Mort, the written accounts of Richard II’s funeral 
mention no overt problem or inappropriate arrangements. They are silent, not 
objecting to how the man was handled and buried. This implies that the major-
ity thought the deposed king had received a funeral fitting to his station or they 
were too intimidated to suggest otherwise.

In contrast, Henry VI and Richard III had funerals and burials that were very 
different from the rituals described in the prescriptive texts; there were comments 
about the brief, piteous exequies for both men. Henry of Windsor’s body decayed 
rapidly due a combination of certain prescriptive texts beings applied (procession, 
public view) and others not (embalming and preservation). Richard III was briskly 
interred, a loser of a great battle. The defining difference between these two sets of 
men was whether they were acknowledged as being of noble blood after they lost 
their crowns. For Edward II and Richard II, their status and inheritance granted 
them exequies as princes or at least noblemen. Henry VI and Richard III were 
attainted and stripped of any vestige of their former statuses, including the right to 
have a funeral fit for a king.
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10
THE EXALTATION OF THE 
“HOLINESS” OF THE BRAGANÇA 
DYNASTY AS A LEGITIMATING 
STRATEGY IN THE SEVENTEENTH 
CENTURY

Paula Almeida Mendes

Following the Portuguese Restoration of 1640, the European and international 
political framework of the second half of the seventeenth century meant that the 
newly inaugurated Bragança dynasty faced difficulties in having its legitimacy rec-
ognised. This study draws attention to the exaltation of the “holiness” of some of 
its members (Prince Teodósio, Princess Joana) or at least of their “virtue” (Queen 
Luísa de Guzman; Princess Catherine, queen of England; Princess Isabel Luísa 
Josefa), which became a strategy to support the legitimacy of this “illustrious” royal 
family that was able to “generate saints”.

The disappearance of King Sebastian of Portugal, single and without children, 
in the Battle of Alcácer-Quibir in 1578, triggered a succession crisis regarding 
the Portuguese throne.1 The Portuguese crown was at first delivered to Cardinal 
Henry, son of King Manuel I and Sebastian’s great-uncle, who, sick and childless, 
died in 1580.2 Thus the death of the old Cardinal-King opened a new succes-
sion crisis between three pretenders to the throne, all of them grandsons of King 
Manuel I: Philip II of Spain; Catherine, duchess of Bragança; and Anthony, the 
prior of Crato. The invasion of Portugal by Spanish troops commanded by the 
Duke of Alba, and the defeat of the prior of Crato in Alcântara, contributed to 
the imposition of Philip II of Spain as the best-placed candidate to ascend the 
Portuguese throne. Philip II also obtained the important support of the Portuguese 
nobility and of some sectors of the Portuguese bourgeoisie. This situation would 
culminate with the acclamation of Philip II as king of Portugal, at the Cortes of 
Tomar in 1581. Thus Portugal became part of a dual monarchy for sixty years.

An ambience of mourning after the disaster of Alcácer-Quibir and the sub-
sequent loss of independence had gradually generated a malaise in Portuguese 
society.3 This sentiment peaked in the 1630s and led to a revolt against rule by the 
Spanish Habsburgs. As Joaquim Romero Magalhães stresses, “the Union of Arms of 
1639–1640, which would have been the pretext-agent for the restorationist rupture 
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of 1640, culminates after these long years of connection [with the Habsburg mon-
archy]”.4 Thus on 1 December 1640, John, duke of Bragança, was acclaimed king 
of Portugal, as John IV. As underlined by Fernando Dores Costa, the Portuguese 
separation from the Spanish crown can be understood as an integral episode of the 
Thirty Years’ War.5 Spain was heavily involved with its military forces and also 
tied down by a rebellion in Catalonia, and was therefore unable to attend fully to 
the situation in Portugal.

The newly inaugurated Bragança dynasty faced several and various difficul-
ties, however, in the political and international context of the second half of 
the seventeenth century, notably in its efforts to have its legitimacy recognised 
abroad. This concern for recognition drove it to send several embassies, not 
only to the major European courts, but also to the Holy See, where negotiations 
had been particularly difficult. King John IV sent several ambassadors, including 
the preacher and counsellor Father António Vieira, to various European king-
doms, while also attempting to negotiate the marriage of some of his children to 
other European princes. This strategy sought to reaffirm Portugal’s prestige in 
the concert of European kingdoms. In this context, Portugal tightened its tradi-
tional alliance with England, dating back to the Treaty of Windsor in 1386; and 
obligingly, King Charles II of England gave military support to the Portuguese 
in their ongoing war of restoration with Spain which only ended in 1668.6 
Meanwhile, Portugal had also managed to expel the Dutch, arch-opponents of 
the Habsburgs, from Brazil and Angola, restoring Portuguese power in these 
Atlantic colonial spaces.

The construction of this political reality was carried out in part by this diplo-
matic activity, and also by the production of literature, from sermons7 through to 
military or political texts,8 produced over the period of the Restoration.9 These 
factors were responsible, each in its own way, for defending the legitimacy of the 
rights of King John IV to the crown of Portugal. He was identified in some resto-
rationist texts as O Encoberto (“the Hidden One”) who would rise as a saviour to 
set free the fatherland from the Spanish and foreign oppression,10 a figure already 
referred to by Gonçalo Anes Bandarra in his famous Trovas (“Verses”), written in 
the first half of the sixteenth century. Bandarra was a cobbler from Trancoso who 
wrote these based on his knowledge of the prophecies attributed to St Isidore 
and the writings of Pedro de Frias. These Trovas argued that a king, designated as 
the “Hidden One” because his identity is not explicit in the text, “seed of King 
Ferdinand the Catholic”, would disrupt the Ottoman Empire and establish a world 
monarchy.11 These Trovas were, as we shall see later, subject to different interpre-
tations. In 1603, D. João de Castro published his Paráfrase: in his interpretation of 
these verses he identifies the “Hidden One” as King Sebastian;12 later, as we shall 
see, the “Hidden One” would be King John IV.

Recent historical scholarship has primarily addressed the political, diplo-
matic, and military aspects that frame the Restoration in Portugal in the second 
half of the seventeenth century. But it is worth highlighting that other aspects, 
notably spiritual, of the lives of many Portuguese figures, particularly those of 
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the Royal House, gleaned from various texts, can also contribute to complete 
understanding of this period. It is possible to study these aspects in texts of 
various types or paratexts about some members of the Bragança dynasty, con-
structing their portrait anchored in the concept of nobility through a reflection 
on their qualities and attributes, which matched together both “illustrious 
blood” and “good inclination” or virtue. This double set of notable quali-
ties was, moreover, a theme prevalent throughout the seventeenth century, 
as shown in several texts;13 for example, the Cour Sainte by Nicolas Caussin, 
deeply influenced by François de Sales, which was widely successful and was 
translated into Portuguese, published by António Pires Galante in 1652.14

Given this framework, centred on the debate and trying to articulate (true) 
nobility and virtue throughout the seventeenth century, it should not seem 
strange that several authors of this era convert this binomial into a topos with hagi-
ographic contours. Indeed, in most of the saints’ and devout “lives” published in 
the period, the protagonists are of noble descent and almost always the heirs of the 
moral and spiritual superiority that characterised their lineage. Thus biographers 
remained faithful to a long tradition, according to which holiness and nobility 
of birth are closely linked. Indeed, this tradition, which has been designated by 
André Vauchez as beata stirps,15 can be linked to the Classical belief that there is 
an immediate connection between nobility of character and nobility of birth, 
which developed mainly in the High Middle Ages and eventually became a topos 
of hagiography. From this frame the emergence of the model of the “holy king”, 
as studied by Robert Folz.16 Folz defined it as a creation of medieval hagiography, 
accompanying the Christianisation of royalty, especially since the sixth century. It 
would undergo a profound change leading to the determination of the notion of 
“sacred kingship” and the paradigm of the “holy queen”,17 which, from the fourth 
century, with the figure of St Helen,18 began to assert itself as an alternative access 
route to Christian perfection and “holiness”. This was opposed to the model of 
the virgins and/or the martyrs who, from early Christianity, were considered the 
model of feminine holiness par excellence. In fact, even when forced to opt for a 
secular life, the holy queen expressed her religiosity through the practice of works 
of mercy, becoming a member of a religious third order, or tertiary, when her 
direct connection to power was ended (as with St Elizabeth of Portugal, during 
her widowhood). This practice also included the foundation of churches, mon-
asteries, or convents, and even peacekeeping actions. These two male and female 
royal models have been the subject of attention of medieval scholarship, which 
has accentuated the scale of dynastic holiness, insisting on the issue of transmission 
of a family’s charisma by blood.19

King John IV

The figure of King John IV20 was surrounded by a messianic aura. The best-known 
written testimonies for this are provided in the interpretations of the prophetic 
Trovas of Bandarra, updated in the edition of Nantes (1644), published under the 



190 Paula Almeida Mendes

patronage of D. Vasco Luís da Gama, count of Vidigueira and marquis of Nisa, 
who at the time was ambassador of King John IV in Paris. In this edition, the 
monarch is identified as “the Hidden One”. This interpretation is conditioned by 
historical circumstances: as we know, King John IV needed to be externally rec-
ognised as the legitimate king of Portugal and, in this way, many authors therefore 
began to replace the figure of King Sebastian, who had been previously identified 
by D. João de Castro in his Paráfrase e concordância de algumas Trovas do Bandarra 
(Paris, 1603) as the “Hidden One”.

These interpretations share the providentialist destiny prophesied by a vision of 
Jesus Christ to D. Afonso Henriques (that is, Alfonso I, the first king of Portugal) 
on the eve of the Battle of Ourique in 1139.21 The prophetic reading of the 
Ourique episode influenced the construction of the idea of the utopia of the 
“Fifth Empire” of Portugal and its global interests, developed by Father António 
Vieira, a Jesuit who was famous not only as a missionary in Brazil but also as a 
counsellor of King John IV.22 As João Francisco Marques underlines, in some of 
Vieira’s works, such as História do Futuro and Esperanças de Portugal, Quinto Império 
do Mundo, he points not only to the advent of a redeemer of the fatherland, but 
also to an emperor of the world.23 King John IV died in 1656, but Vieira foretold 
the resurrection of the King, continuing to predict that John IV would be the 
Christian emperor of the world.

However, it should be taken into account that other texts also identify King 
John IV as this saviour figure who would rescue Portugal from the foreign yoke; it 
is an image we find in the work Espelho de Lusitanos em o Christal do Psalmo Quarenta 
e Tres, by António Veloso de Lira, published for the first time in 1643. Veloso de 
Lira, narrating various cases which, in his opinion, prophesied the end of the dual 
monarchy, the restoration of Portuguese independence, and the accession to the 
throne of a native king, tells us that a prodigious episode happened on the Tagus 
beaches in Lisbon, where “some pebbles appeared with letters that clearly said 
Duke, Duke”, referring to the duke of Bragança.24

Queen Luísa de Guzman

Regarding the figure of Queen Luísa de Guzman,25 wife of King John IV, it is 
above all in the studies of political history, as well as on various aspects of the 
Portuguese court in the mid-seventeenth century, that her figure has received 
some attention.26 Several themes have guided the construction of the image of 
this queen by scholars, notably her influence over King John IV, leading him to 
accept the Portuguese crown and support the restorationist cause, and her role as 
regent after her husband’s death in 1656, when their son Alfonso VI could not 
rule on his own due to his age.27 Jean Fremont d’Ablancourt, French ambassa-
dor to the Portuguese court between 1659 and 1664, claimed that Luísa was “a 
Princess with a great knowledge”, and D. Fernando Correia de Lacerda stressed 
her “strong spirit” and her “natural wisdom to reign”.28 Closely related to the 
exercise of governmental power is the appreciation given by some authors of the 



The exaltation of “holiness” 191

moral character of this queen, especially her “virtue” of prudence.29 If we centre 
our attention on the dedications of some written works, these paratexts always 
exalt her virtues, especially her modesty, which has always been considered one of 
the exemplary female virtues. But the various works that were dedicated to Queen 
Luísa, especially those that fall within the category of spiritual literature, allow us to 
(re)construct her spiritual facets, as they reveal her favoured saints (St Augustine, St 
John the Evangelist) and her spiritual practices, solidified by the reading of devo-
tional books and the practice of virtues.30

For example, we stress that Queen Luísa de Guzman retained a significant prox-
imity to the Italian religious Father Alberto Maria Ambiveri († 1651), who came 
to Portugal in 1650. According to António Caetano de Sousa,

the Queen was so comforted with the venerable presence of Father Alberto, 
and so satisfied with the efficacy of his words, that with fervent devotion she 
called him in particular, and she conversed with him privately about spiritual 
things of the soul; recommending herself in her prayers, she became a devo-
tee of Saint Gaetan.31

After asking Father Alberto Maria Ambiveri to bless Prince Alfonso, who at the 
time was six and ill, with a relic of St Gaetano of Thiene, and

when she said goodbye, she asked him to see her many times; because she 
wanted to communicate to him matters of her conscience, and assigned him 
Tuesdays for this conversation, in which business would be of the greatest 
importance, since they would belong to the Kingdom of Heaven.32

In 1663, Queen Luísa was unhappy with the actions and conduct of her son 
King Alfonso VI, as documented in some sources and sustained by scholars. She 
was perhaps also eager for a more modest or pious and “perfect” life, so she entered 
the convent of Augustinian nuns that she had founded in Lisbon, close to Grilo. 
In any case, this resolution seems to allow us to see the example of the Queen 
compared to the cases of other great women—especially widows—whose choice 
of life was deeply marked by the monastic model of spiritual life. This life insisted 
particularly and significantly on what were considered specifically feminine virtues 
or qualities, such as chastity, obedience, humility, honesty, and contempt of vani-
ties, as, indeed, contemporary moralistic and didactic literature was prescribing.33 
In fact, the choice of a religious life—which echoed the disciplinary re-affirmation, 
by the Council of Trent, of the superiority of religious celibacy—was supported by 
several examples, many of them disseminated through devotional vitae (“lives”) or 
religious chronicles, that generally aroused admiration and fed a desire for imita-
tion.34 During the period in which she was retired in the convent of Augustinian 
nuns, Queen Luísa de Guzman took upon herself the most humble exercises and 
tasks. An example is given in this account by D. António Caetano de Sousa, in his 
vita of the Augustinian nun Mariana da Soledade, included in the fourth volume of 
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the Agiologio Lusitano dos Santos e Varoens illustres em virtude do reino de Portugal e suas 
conquistas: “Queen Luísa called her [Mariana] her kitchen companion [. . .],when 
this Serene Matron renounced the pomp of her majesty on earth in favour of the 
King of Heaven, humbling herself in such humble exercise.”35

Moreover, this appreciation of the behavioural patterns of Queen Luísa will 
perhaps only be complete if we remember the moment of her death, in Ultimas 
Acçoens da Serenissima Rainha D. Luiza Francisca de Gvsmam Nossa Senhora (1666), 
by Friar Manuel da Conceição, which, by the tone that the author gives, takes on 
the contours of a “holy death”, which would be the corollary of her, if not “holy”, 
at least virtuous life.

Prince Teodósio

The figure of Prince Teodósio (1634–53), King John IV and Queen Luísa’s 
firstborn son and heir to the Portuguese throne until his untimely death, is well 
known at the literary level, as demonstrated by the following works: Theodosius 
Lusitanus, sive Principis perfecti vera effigies (1680), by the Jesuit priest, Manuel 
Luís; Vida do Príncipe D. Theodosio (1747), by João Bautista Domingues; and an 
extensive notice included in the third volume of the Agiologio Lusitano, by Jorge 
Cardoso. The panegyric portrait of this prince can be completed with informa-
tion that we can glean in the dedications of works addressed to him: for example, 
Summa Politica (1649), by Sebastião César de Meneses; Armonia Política (1651), by 
António de Sousa de Macedo; Exhortação militar, ou lança de Achilles . . . (1650), 
by Father Timóteo de Seabra Pimentel; and Principios del Reyno de Portugal: con 
la vida y hechos de Don Alfonso Henriquez su primero rey (1641), by António Pais 
Viegas. Considering this set of texts, it is perhaps Luís’ Theodosius Lusitanus, 
and the details included by Cardoso in the Agiologio Lusitano, that paint the best 
picture of Prince Teodósio as the “perfect Catholic prince”, with a particular 
hagiographic emphasis.

Luís dedicates the “liber primus” to “civil” aspects of the life of the Bragança 
prince: he recounts his childhood, his education (and his love for mathematics), 
presenting him as a puer senex,36 to such an extent that, according to Jorge Cardoso, 
the Prince displaying

since his childhood, in words and works, the capacity and maturity of an 
old man already inclined to the virtue of charity, everything that his parents 
gave him he ordered to be spent on the poor, reserving nothing for himself,

and “preserving in the traffic of the Palace, and in the labyrinth of the Court, a 
purity of conscience, and an innocence of life, similar to the ones he had in himself 
when he received Baptismal grace”.37 This aspect—the puer senex—had become 
a hagiographic topos, prevalent from Late Antiquity until the Middle Ages. This 
should not seem strange if we consider that this topic was suitable to the imitation 
of the life of Christ, through an immediate parallel with the episode of the young 
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Jesus, at twelve years old, who astonished with his wisdom the Doctors of Law in 
the Temple, explaining the Holy Scriptures and challenging his surprised masters.

Biographers also enhance Teodósio’s military successes at Elvas, in the context 
of the Restoration Wars, as well as his distaste for wars between Christian princes, 
“to pursue the glorious conquests of the Kings of Portugal, not only to extend 
their Monarchy, but to expand the Catholic Religion”.38 Therefore, he offered 
himself to God as a missionary, aiming to suffer martyrdom, choosing as his patron  
St Francis Xavier, Apostle of the East, showing how martyrdom had continued 
since the beginning of Christianity to appeal to Christians, as a model to imitate. 
In fact, the martyr would be for centuries the “model” of holiness par excel-
lence in that he or she sacrifices life for the sake of his or her faith, imitating the 
Christological paradigm.39 Teodósio’s prudence is especially valued by contempo-
rary authors; in fact, his father, King John IV, held his advice in high esteem and, 
in private circles, referred to his son as “my Solomon”, according to the words of 
D. António Caetano de Sousa.40

Especially significant is the fact that Father Manuel Luís devotes the extensive 
“liber secundus” of the Vita, “De Principis Theodosii eximiis dotibus, & virtutis 
politicis”, to his virtues: wisdom, prudence, justice, mercy, kindness, fortitude, 
magnanimity, liberality, and love for the Portuguese, giving thus a focus that was 
not very common in hagiographic texts, but which was characteristic of treatises 
about Christian princes of the post-Tridentine era.

The “liber tertius”, dedicated to “De Principis Theodosii Christianis virtutibus”, 
fits naturally into the hagiographic genre tradition, specifically in the exaltation of 
“heroic virtues”.41 Moreover, it is worth remembering that Father Manuel Luís 
edited a volume entitled Cuydai-o Bem: ensina o meyo breve fácil e seguro para se salvar; 
acrescentado com a Filosofia do verdadeiro christão e com hum exercício quotidiano para o 
mesmo fim que praticava o Principe de Portugal D. Theodosio (Évora, 1674), in which 
he emphasises the spiritual and devotional aspects of the Prince, presenting him as 
a model for imitation, especially aimed at other young people. The Prince heard 
Mass every day and received Communion “all eight days”; he spent long hours

in the presence of the Divine Sacrament, to which he was particularly 
devoted, either in public, attending the Canonical Hours, or in secret, pray-
ing in the tribune of the Royal Chapel. He was a devotee of the sacred 
Mysteries—Birth, Life, and the Passion of Christ—often in meditation with 
his arms stretched out on the Cross, weeping many tears, until he was 
‘transported’. He exalted Our Lady through his devotion: at seven years 
old he recited her Office every day, and the Divine Office at twelve, with 
great perfection.42

Cardoso adds that the Prince imitated the “heroic examples” of saints, particularly 
St John the Evangelist, St Thomas Aquinas, St Francis Xavier, St Francis Borgia, 
and St Catherine of Alexandria, and had a great love for the Society of Jesus, wish-
ing passionately to be a Jesuit.43
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The description of the death of Prince Teodósio, in the Agiologio Lusitano, is the 
corollary of his “holy life”. In the wake of an itinerary marked by the rigours of 
ascetic life, practising “heroic virtues”, the episode of “holy death” marks the end 
of the earthly life of Prince Teodósio and fits clearly into the frame of the edify-
ing purposes of hagiographic literature. It converts the Prince’s ultimate moments 
within a framework of gestures, attitudes, and behaviours similar to those pre-
scribed in the artes bene moriendi, providing an ideal paradigm of a “good death”. 
Prince Teodósio was buried in the Hieronymite Monastery (the Jerónimos) at 
Belém, dressed in the Franciscan habit. According to Jorge Cardoso, an extraordi-
nary phenomenon occurred during the burial: “at eleven o’clock in the evening, 
when the body entered the Church, a dove was seen that accompanied him to 
main chapel, where it disappeared”,44 which the author interprets as a sign of his 
“holiness”, a long institutionalised trope in hagiographic literature.

Princess Joana; Princess Catherine, Queen of England; and 
Princess Isabel Luísa Josefa

Like the boys, the princesses of the Bragança dynasty were celebrated in some 
texts, which focused above all on the praise of their nobility and virtue. The two 
daughters and grand-daughter of John IV and Luísa de Guzman had very different 
fates, but all were, in their way, celebrated for their “holiness”.

Lucas de Andrade, chaplain of the Royal Chapel, authored Breve Relaçam do que 
socedeo despois da morte da serenissima Senhora Dona Joana Infante de Portugal (1654). 
This short text narrates the funeral and burial ceremonies of this princess, the eldest 
daughter of King John IV and Queen Luísa, who was born in 1636 and died aged 
just 17, in 1653. Lucas de Andrade’s text has, in some ways, a hagiographic nature, 
to the extent that, if a little “covertly”, it compares the case of Joana to the model 
of the “holy virgins”, which was, from early Christianity, known as the paradigm 
of feminine holiness. At her funeral, she was dressed in the habit of St Francis, 
crowning, in this way, a life ruled by chastity and disease, the symptoms of which 
were first noticed at the age of four. The death of this princess caused great sadness, 
because the Portuguese had hoped to see her as queen of France. But the fact that 
she remained a maiden throughout her life thus seems to authorise the author to 
value the virtue of chastity, which, in the context of the Counter-Reformation, 
was highly valued as a feminine behavioural pattern.45

On the other hand, right from childhood, the behaviour of Princess Catherine 
(1638–1705),46 the second daughter of John IV, was controlled according to an 
austere regulation, dominated throughout by a religious and pious atmosphere. 
According to Virgínia Rau, citing the words of the consul Masquard, “she had not 
left the Palace for five years and maybe not even ten times in her life”.47 In fact, if 
Queen Luísa had not needed to negotiate her marriage with Charles II of England 
for the sake of state interests, Princess Catherine would perhaps have chosen a reli-
gious life, not in a cloister, but with monastic contours—as seen in the example of 
Princess Maria of Portugal, daughter of King Manuel I—or even formally joined 
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a religious order, indulging in prayer, the practice of virtue, and ascetic exercises. 
Yet in 1662, she married Charles II of England.

The dedications of works of spirituality addressed to Catherine as queen of 
England and Scotland always insist on her role as “protector” of Catholicism 
in Britain, manifesting this on various levels. For instance, Fr. António de São 
Bernardino, in Caminho do Ceo descuberto aos viadores da Terra (1665) writes in the 
dedication that Queen Catherine is often occupied with the Catholic exercises of 
her oratory and chapel, in which she spends most of the festival days, emphasising 
that the English nation should choose and follow “the path of her queen, as it alone 
is the true one, and erroneous is the diabolic malice invented for the perdition of so 
many souls”.48 Catherine de Bragança was in fact extremely zealous in promoting 
the Catholic faith in Britain, which led Pedro de Azevedo Tojal to publish in 1716 
a heroic poem titled Carlos Reduzido, Inglaterra Illustrada, in which the author praises 
the figure of the Queen.49 Another of these dimensions is, for example, the writing 
and editing of “lives” of saints (particularly the more recent ones) that could hardly 
find their place in the English editorial panorama. It is exemplified by the transla-
tion of St Rosa de Santa Maria’s “life”, made by ambassador Antonio de Sousa de 
Macedo, whose Epitome panegyrico de la vida admirable, y muerte gloriosa de S. Rosa 
de Santa Maria, virgen dominicana (1670), dedicated to Queen Catherine, who nur-
tured a strong devotion to this saint and reflects how the “lives” of saints were one 
of the most-read textual typologies by the female audience. The “lives” of saints, 
along with other works that are part of the contemporary spiritual literature, were 
strongly recommended by theologians and moralists as the most appropriate texts 
for the feminine gender, becoming even a kind of alternative literature in contrast 
to prose fiction, in particular books of chivalry, which were considered dangerous 
for women and young people.

The third of the trio of Bragança princesses, Princess Isabel Luísa Josefa (1669–90), 
was the only daughter of King Peter II and his first wife, Maria Francisca Isabel 
of Savoy.50 For her we have a “life” entitled Memorias da Serenissima Senhora D. 
Isabel Luiza Jozefa, que foy jurada Princeza destes Reynos de Portugal (1748), by Pedro 
Norberto d’Aucourt e Padilha. The author especially praises her education (“the 
Queen [Maria Francisca Isabel of Savoy] employed all her love and talent in the 
education of a daughter unique in every sense, and she saw that Heaven rewarded 
her for her commitment to Christian piety”),51 and her virtues.52

It is clear that Princess Isabel Luísa Josefa de Bragança was a privileged addressee 
of hagiographic works. When she was six years old, Fr. Miguel Pacheco dedicated 
to her his Vida de la serenissima infanta D. Maria, hija delrey D. Manuel, fundadora de 
la insigne capilla de Nuestra Señora de la Luz (1675), hoping she would imitate Maria’s 
virtues. He points out that although several contracts had been drawn up for the 
marriage of Princess Maria, none were in fact concluded, particularly because she 
intended “to preserve her chastity until her death”,53 an attitude that compared her 
to the model of the “holy virgins”. Maria was presented as a behavioural paradigm 
for royal and noble ladies, even those who in many cases were married. In this 
sense, according to Pacheco, the daily and spiritual or devotional practices of Maria 
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reveal the influence of the monastic model, thus reflecting the continuity of this 
paradigm as a model of excellence for women, as shown by this excerpt:

At certain times the table was set with the greatness due to her royal person, 
but in eating she had the temperance of a religious observant; and among 
such an abundance of seasoned delicacies, our Princess often fasted, ceasing 
to touch many by abstinence as others do by necessity.54

Moreover, the vicissitudes of Princess Isabel Luísa Josefa’s life, determined by 
the political context, would eventually bring her closer to the case of Princess 
Maria, to the extent that she also never married, earning her the epithet of “the 
always bride”. As a result, Duarte Ribeiro de Macedo dedicated to Princess Isabel 
Luísa Josefa the Vida da emperatriz Theodora (1677), praising her heroic virtues. But 
this dedication of a “life” of an empress, who took over the role of ruler after the 
death of her husband, the Byzantine Emperor Theophilus, is certainly connected 
to the fact that Princess Isabel Luísa Josefa was the sworn successor to the crown 
of the Portuguese kingdom (until a male heir was born, in 1689); in this way, the 
author intended to offer the Princess a kind of “specular” text that would work 
as an ideal feminine behaviour model to be followed by her as someone who was 
expected to give a perfect performance in future governmental functions.

Conclusion

For all this, it seems possible to say that the various authors discussed here had, each 
in his own way, intended to construct a portrait of some members of the Bragança 
dynasty strongly conditioned by moral, spiritual, and devotional aspects, in order to 
exalt a particular kind of “dynastic holiness” as a means of legitimising the dynasty 
and its assumption of the royal throne in 1640. Since the High Middle Ages, this 
literary strategy had worked as an element of prestige generation that was both 
political and spiritual in several European kingdoms. Indeed, the sources we have 
examined (and many others) seem to have intended, for reasons of the ideological 
construction and legitimisation of the Bragança dynasty, to provide an image of 
an exemplary model of a united, devout family that was able to ‘generate saints’. 
In a sense, this allowed it to rub shoulders with other European reigning houses; 
for example, we can see the case of the Elector Palatine Philip William, father of 
King Peter II’s second wife, Maria Sofia of Neuburg, who died in an “odour of 
sanctity”. We read this in his “life”, entitled Vida do Serenissimo Principe Eleitor D. 
Felippe Wilhelmo [. . .] pay da Rainha D. Maria Sofia Isabella (1692), by the Jesuit 
priest, Johann Bodler, and translated into Portuguese by another Jesuit, Francisco 
de Matos. This would be what Éric Suire calls the model of the saint d’État, or 
“saint of the state”.55

In the Portuguese case, it seems to have been the Avis dynasty that originated 
an attempt to construct an image of “dynastic holiness”, and it is important to note 
that their foundational matrix, as it would be for the Bragança dynasty, was based 
on choice and not on the natural succession of a king. However, there were, as far 
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as I am aware, no actions put forward at that time in Rome for the beatification or 
canonisation of any of the kings or princes of the Bragança dynasty, as had happened 
with some members of the Avis dynasty, including Prince Fernando, son of King 
John I and Queen Philippa of Lancaster, who died in captivity in Fez in an “odour 
of sanctity”; and Princess Joanna, daughter of Alfonso V, a Dominican nun in the 
monastery of Jesus of Aveiro, who also died in an “odour of holiness”.56 In any case, 
the examples presented in this chapter also appear to contribute to building up an 
image of the Bragança dynasty as composed of people who were, if not holy, at least 
“virtuous”, and whose behaviour should be imitated by all.57

In the case of the Braganças, the examples of virtue and “holiness” embodied 
through some of its members naturally came from the importance and reval-
uation, throughout the seventeenth century, of the model of royal or noble 
holiness. As an example, it is worth noting the canonisation of King Ferdinand 
III of Leon and Castile in 1671, and the beatification of Duke Amadeus IX of 
Savoy in 1677. But this framework also reflects a growing affirmation of the laity 
in the domain of holiness, if not officially recognised through the process of for-
mal canonisation, at least through well-known “lives”, to use the term employed 
by Sofia Boesch Gajano.58

On the other hand, these examples also reflect the level that sanctity, as a point 
of political reference, was inscribed within the logic of prestige in the seventeenth 
century. This was part of a wider framework of the construction of a history of 
“territorial sanctity”,59 one that would allow the Kingdom of Portugal to rival other 
European Catholic spaces—dynastic or territorial—who boasted of possessing more 
saints. But the truth is that, until the end of the century, and if we exclude those 
saints of ancient cults, especially martyrs or virgins of ancient Lusitania or Roman 
Galicia, Portugal had only four saints canonised, namely St Theotonius, St Anthony 
(who, at the time, was known in Europe as being from Padua or from Italy, and not 
as a native of Lisbon), St Elizabeth of Portugal (queen-consort of King Dinis), and 
St John of God (of the Order of Hospitallers, canonised in 1690), though he worked 
mostly in Spain. In any case, the fixation into public memory of the “holiness” of 
certain members of the Bragança dynasty through the written record should be read 
within the context of the period, insofar as these publications mirror models for 
imitation and behavioural guidelines to follow. While this brief study may illumi-
nate some of these pathways into public perception of royal legitimacy, the broader 
canvas of production, editing, and reading of texts with hagiographic or exemplary 
content remains still rather understudied and therefore opaque, and may perhaps 
become clearer as other documentation and other sources—such as the processes of 
beatification and canonisation—come under closer scrutiny.
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dried up; she also appeared to some nuns after her death, and some post-mortem mira-
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 57 Santos, “Da Corte Sancta à corte santíssima em Portugal”.
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CONSOLIDATING AUTHORITY IN 
SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY MOROCCO

Sultan Moulay Ismail’s strategies  
for legitimacy

Fatima Rhorchi

Since the late eighth century, Morocco has been ruled by a sultan, a monarch who 
monopolised the levers of power and represented the focal point of the makhzan 
system. The notion of makhzan, the traditional name of Moroccan central gov-
ernment, while still part of the Moroccan lexicon, has mostly been replaced by 
the word “dawla”, or “state”, as used by the media and associated with the era 
of modernity. Moroccan royal tradition was launched by sharifs, descendants of 
the Prophet Mohamed, and the modern Moroccan state traces its origins to the 
establishment of the Idrissid dynasty in the ninth century. They founded their 
state in the Islamic far west as a form of revenge for the Battle of Fakh (786) in 
which they were dispossessed of their power in the Arab heartland and forced to 
disperse.1 Idris I and his successors (who ruled until 974) were able to secure sub-
stantial political legitimacy thanks to their descent from the Prophet Mohamed. 
Their being members of ahl al-bayt, the Prophet’s household, conferred on them 
the special status of being sharifs. Since then, “Sharifism” as the religious element 
of the state has spread out from its primary genealogical denotation to become a 
legitimising ideology, and it was maintained as such in the ideologies of the various 
dynasties that followed in Morocco. Their dynasty did not stay in power for long, 
as the combination of their power and their ancestry made them a regular target 
of Abbasid persecution; indeed, even the founder Idris I was poisoned and killed 
by an Abbasid agent. Nevertheless, the mausoleum of his son Idris II, situated in 
the heart of Fez, became an everlasting “symbolic aspect of Moroccan stateness”, 
which people requesting divine intercession continue to visit regularly.2 According 
to historians, no other Arab-Muslim state venerates its founder in such a fashion, 
combining political and religious attributes in a daily rite of affirmation. Fez itself 
became a symbolic setting in which was situated the origins of legitimate power.

In the early modern period, the Saadi dynasty (1554–1659) also contributed to 
the process of embedding Sharifism as the main characteristic of the political arena. 
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They linked sharifian rule with Moroccan political identity, by claiming descent 
from the Prophet, though some scholars think that the name “Saadi” derives from 
Halima Saadya, the Prophet’s wet nurse.3 Succeeding the Saadis, the Alawi mon-
archs also stressed a sharifian descent, and have ruled Morocco in an “extraordinary 
unbroken chain” since the seventeenth century.4 Such longevity prompts ques-
tions about the institutions and social processes that have upheld the monarchy’s 
stability in this country.

The present chapter is an attempt to show how the Alawi dynasty maintained 
its legitimacy and perpetuated it as an inheritance by combining religious, cultural, 
and spiritual symbols. The reign of Sultan Moulay Ismail (r. 1672–1727), the sec-
ond monarch in the dynasty, is used as an example because he managed to integrate 
an array of complex and overlapping elements and strategies of exercising power 
that enabled him to consolidate and sustain his authority so deeply in society. By 
blending ideological, moral, and religious legitimacy on the one hand, and armed 
force, power, and domination on the other, he established a system where monop-
oly of control integrated sainthood and violence in an indistinguishable way.5

Moulay Ismail’s struggle for legitimacy

The historian Ibn Khaldoun pointed out three key factors of political authority, 
namely religious allegiance and fervour, strong royal power, and ‘asabiya, the group 
feeling or bond of blood kinship reflecting the spirit of the rule of Berber dynasties 
like the Almoravids and the Almohads.6 In fact, the rule of the Alawis is marked by 
a shift from exercising authority on the basis of ‘asabiya to a new configuration of 
power that survived until the twenty-first century. They lived in the desert fringes 
from the thirteenth until the early fifteenth century as a renowned sharif family but 
without much political role. It was the war against the Portuguese in the north that 
involved them in the political arena and transformed them into political leaders by 
the seventeenth century.7 Most researchers agree that the concept of legitimacy in 
Morocco was based on a combination of factors deriving from the Islamic tradi-
tion and other more localised sources. Kably states that the symbolic content used 
in legitimating the Moroccan monarchy has contributed to its impressive durabil-
ity.8 In fact, the popular adherence to it is a consequence of a more deeply felt 
sentiment, fabricated out of cultural and religious symbols.9 In order to understand 
these dynamics, it is fundamental to decipher the way Sharifism and Baraka, as 
two key religious notions, bound together the sultans at the head of the makhzan 
(the central government) on the one hand, and the Sufi orders, the ulama or reli-
gious scholars, and the marabouts (holy men or “saints”) at the head of the zawiyas  
(monasteries or religious schools), in a complex socio-political system.

To start with, who is a sharif? A sharif is a qualification that is borne by anyone 
who can produce a genealogy tracing his descent back to the Prophet Mohamed 
through his daughter Fatima, and his cousins Ali and Jaafar or his uncles al-Abbas 
or Hamza. In Morocco and elsewhere in the Muslim world, the acknowledge-
ment of genealogy was endorsed by a naqib, an official genealogist, as well as public 
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opinion, and confirmed by the highest religious institutions through zahir atwqir 
wa al-ihtiram (veneration and respect), a certificate delivered by the sultan himself.10 
Accordingly, sharifs represented a kind of nobility of blood who exercised their 
influence at all levels of society. Being a sharif entitled one to tax immunities, jus-
tice by one’s peers, and, in the case of certain prominent sharifian families, made 
one eligible for pensions and grants of ‘azib, a usufruct of land or buildings given by 
the makhzan.11 The sharif class was divided among families of foreign descent such 
as the Siqilliyyin, the former rulers of Fatimid Sicily who moved to Andalusia in 
the twelfth century and then moved on to Ceuta on the north African coast, and 
the Iraqiyin, Husayni descendants who migrated from Iraq to Morocco, also via 
Andalusia.12 As a sharif himself, the sultan was nothing more than an equal to the 
rest of the shurafa, but as head of the Islamic community, he could use his power in 
order to control religious sanctuaries. In situations of strife his means of interven-
tion in the affairs of the various religious groups became significant. Accordingly, 
a sharifian sultan ruled by virtue of his blood descent from the Prophet and earned 
the titles amir al-mouminin, or “prince of the faithful”, and protector of the faith. He 
could intervene in the affairs of a zawiya to support one candidate to a shaykhdom 
against another, or simply appoint from among the elite of the sharif class a naqib 
who was well disposed to the makhzan.13

The second key concept, Baraka, spread out in a similar way from its literal 
meaning of “blessing” to enclose a whole range of linked ideas. In its most broadly 
understood form, Baraka can be defined as a beneficial force derived from a divine 
origin. The ultimate sources of Baraka are God’s words in the Koran and those of 
the Prophet Mohamed in the Hadith al-sharif. So, by transmission, God empow-
ered with Baraka all the descendants of the Prophet, namely the sharifs and those 
close to God, the marabouts, who therefore would bring abundance and prosperity 
sent by the divine to the physical world.14 Geertz calls this “charismatic power”, 
in which the power of the divinity appears in the “exploits of forceful men, the 
most considerable of whom were kings”.15 As a doctrine, it specifies that the sacred 
appears most directly in the world as an endowment, a talent, and a capacity or 
special ability of particular individuals. Ksikes notes that “Through the myths 
perpetuated by the zawiyas, the Moroccan believes the sharif is endowed with 
supernatural capacities, Baraka and vision (ru’ya).”16 Sanctity in the sacred sphere 
was transferred to the secular, where it functioned as an additional supplement to 
political power. Hence, the Moroccan monarch was basically a venerated Baraka-
endowed holy man. The problem is, however, that in the Moroccan context, 
monarchs, sharifs, and marabouts all were said to possess Baraka, which made them 
fierce contestants for political power.

The zawiya, a monastery or religious school, represented the centre of religious 
power. It was “the sacred domain of the saint, the extension of the divine realm 
worthy of veneration where people are compelled to refrain from all forms of vio-
lence and where they can seek asylum and protection”.17 But the term does not 
refer just to the sacred spaces, but to the institution, the men who ran these sanc-
tuaries. There were two types of zawiyas. The first were limited in their activities  
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to arbitration in economic issues. They maintained neutral relationships with  
central governing power and did not try to mobilise their members to challenge the 
rule of the sultanate. The second type had more political interests. They tended to 
challenge the central government, which is why they represented a real threat to 
the makhzan powers. Starting from the fifteenth century, a significant Sufi-Jihadi 
ideology represented by the Shadily-Jazuli tariqa (school or order) spread. This Sufi 
school relied heavily on the veneration and glorification of the Prophet and mobi-
lised the population for the defence of Dar al-Islam, the Islamic community, as the 
rule of the Marinid and Wattassid dynasties weakened.18 In fact the weakness of 
central control that characterised Moroccan politics through the Marinid, Wattassid 
and late Saadi dynasties created an environment where local saints and religious 
brotherhoods were able to flourish. At that time, the sultanate was unable to repulse 
the threat of the Portuguese and Spanish invasion on its own; it relied on the local 
marabouts to organise resistance. Before the advent of the Alawis, Morocco’s rural 
populations lived in a tribal, anarchic system that historians call the “maraboutic 
crisis”,19 in which saints and trans-tribal religious brotherhoods played a crucial role 
in maintaining a level of political stability. As a result, the power of zawiyas that 
expanded their political role by collecting members and drawing together people 
from various tribes was in constant amplification.20

Unlike the Saadis, the Alawis were sharifs but were not supported by marabouts 
and tariqas. At the beginning, their power was challenged by ruthless contend-
ers. It should be noted that throughout the reign of the Alawi sultanate, the fluid 
system of bled al-makhzan and bled siba (“land of order” and “land of lawlessness”) 
still existed. In this system, the sultanate was not the absolute centre of power and 
legitimacy in the country. Instead, it was composed of several contending centres 
of power. Bled al-makhzan comprised the tribes that swore allegiance to the sultan, 
paid taxes, and provided troops for the army, whereas bled siba encompassed the 
tribes that rejected the administrative authority of the sultan.21 The dynasty was on 
the verge of collapsing until Sultan Moulay Rachid, Moulay Ismail’s predecessor, 
provided the necessary funds for the war against the zawiyas by opening the land 
route between Sijilmassa, a city deep in the interior, and the Mediterranean in 
order to get resources from reactivated trade.22

Therefore, although Baraka represented power, Sharifism stood for what best 
legitimised power in Moroccan society. Although these two notions seemed to be 
distinct, they overlapped. Sharifism bestowed Baraka, and the possession of Baraka 
warranted that a person claimed Sharifism. This accounts for the permanent antag-
onism between kings and saints; in other words, between the makhzan, as a central 
power, and the zawiyas as centres of local power. These tensions grew higher 
and higher between the ruling power and the powerful zawiyas, namely the Dilai 
zawiya and the Sharqawi zawiya, whose control went far beyond the region. The 
Dilai rulers claimed descent from the first caliph and companion of the Prophet, 
Abu Bakr, and the Sharqawi from the Caliph Omar.

Moulay Ismail, the second king of the Alawi dynasty, proclaimed himself king 
after the sudden death of his half-brother Moulay Rachid in a riding accident.  
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He inherited a country weakened by tribal warfare. He established his legitimacy 
amid the internal disorder of the “maraboutic crisis”, and the external threats posed 
by Iberian incursions on both the Atlantic and Mediterranean coasts as well as the 
Ottoman threat from the east. Since his accession to power, the new sharifian mon-
arch imposed a “redistribution” of the sacred. That is, the various sharifian groups 
had to adapt themselves to a new situation in which the ruling sultan claimed his 
legitimacy not only as a sharif endowed with Baraka but also as a warrior with the 
requisite military and political powers, and a saint with religious superiority. This 
changed the playing field of Morocco’s political sphere for good.23 His fifty-five-
year rule was the longest in Moroccan history and is regarded as one of the greatest; 
though some qualify it as the most tyrannical, characterised by a ruthless centralisa-
tion of all decisions and the fear with which the Sultan reigned.24

In order to consolidate his authority and obtain the title of “commander of the 
faithful” and to declare that in his person the synthesis between Khilafa (“caliph”, 
successor of the Prophet) and Imama (spiritual guide) was realised, Moulay Ismail 
used a plethora of measures. First, it was necessary for him to obtain a bey‘a (oath 
of allegiance) from the ahl al-hal wa al-‘aqd (“those who tie and untie”); that is, 
the representatives of the population, namely the ulama (scholars), the sharifs, the 
merchants, notables, and al-achraf (aristocratic families). In this respect, it is worth 
mentioning that the bey‘a to the sultan as a ritual of allegiance and as a written 
text is reminiscent of the bey‘a al- ridwan or the allegiance of benediction that 
was accorded by God to the Prophet Mohamed. These texts of allegiance were 
displayed on the walls of the shrine of Moulay Idris II so that people could obtain 
their Baraka.25

By integrating the religious and the saintly elements, the oath of allegiance 
served as a sort of endorsement and further recognition of the sultan as the fore-
most figure of religious authority in the country.26 Henceforth, the sharifs and the 
saints became integral parts of the royal ceremonial. Whether the sultan was in 
his capital or on the move throughout the country, their presence was essential 
in order to bestow legitimacy on his actions.27 As a strong centralising sultan, 
Moulay Ismail had to assert that spiritual power remained concentrated in his 
person as amir al-muminin (“prince of believers”) and head of the sharif class. 
Therefore, he sought to induce intra-sharifian rivalries by promoting and grant-
ing privileges to some powerful and popular sharifian groups who thus became 
the makhzan allies, while at the same time curtailing the powers of other religious 
groups with less powerful sharifian lineages by putting them under close supervi-
sion through the successive campaigns of expurgation and the practice of creating 
formal lists.28 This campaign of investigation was another strategy meant to con-
firm the sharifian sultan’s supremacy as the ultimate guardian and protector of the 
holy lineages. As a consequence, the solidarity of the sharif class was undermined 
and these investigations triggered division and genealogical uncertainty. In fact, 
they resulted in the elaboration of two registers of the Idrissid sharifs of Morocco. 
Moulay Ismail’s kunnash (register) was considered the basic reference for Alawi 
sultans. He classified sharifs into six tabaqas (categories), which encompassed  
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al-machahir, the well-known sharifian families; those who possessed authenticated 
zahirs (formal documentation) of attawqir wa al-ihtiram (“veneration and respect”); 
those who possessed other documents attesting their sharifian status; those whose 
zahirs were contested; and finally, two other categories for those who were either 
claimants with no documents or those dismissed for being false claimants.29 And 
yet, the makhzan representing Ismail’s authority continued to be contested by 
both tribal and urban saints as well as by the ulama, or religious scholars.

The ability of a sharifian sultan to rule did not mean that the governing authori-
ties went unchallenged. There were frequent revolts against Moulay Ismail’s efforts 
to assert political control. In fact, he had to face many enemies from inside and out-
side. His authority was contested by members of his own family as well as by urban 
saints and shurafa, especially those belonging to prestigious families like the Idrissi 
in Fez who felt challenged by southern shurafa families coming from the fringes 
of the desert and taking power.30 Moulay Ismail spent the first fifteen years of his 
reign uprooting opposition from his nephew, Ahmed Ibn Mahraz; his half-brother, 
Moulay Harran; and his own son, Moulay Mohamed Ibn Ismail, whose arm and 
leg he ordered to be amputated and left uncured until he died.31 When the Sultan 
returned from Marrakech, where he had to fight Ahmed Ibn Mahraz, the people 
of Fez revolted against the Sultan and supported his nephew. They sent archers to 
face him and clung to their allegiance to Ahmed.

The relations between Moulay Ismail and the city of Fez were always strained. 
People in Fez were waiting for any opportunity to turn their back on the Sultan. 
The authoritarian and centralising policies of this sultan jostled the interests of the 
wardens of Fez as the traditional centre of sharifdom. The people of Fez revolted 
against the makhzan’s heavy taxation. They also criticised the Sultan for recruiting 
slaves in his slave army. The conflict with the ulama there included issues in which 
the religious and the political overlapped. In order to subjugate a city like Fez and 
to respond to all these threats, he had to face the hardest task in his reign. His use 
of absolute force to curb the rebellious spirit of the city was in vain. Continuing 
tensions are reflected in a letter addressed to the Sultan by Abu Ali al-Hasan al-
Yusi concerning the illegal taxation the Sultan levied which exceeded the amount 
permitted under the shari‘a, and in the negative attitude of scholars and other ulama 
towards the ownership of slaves, objecting mostly that the Sultan had enslaved 
free-born Muslims.32

One of these scholars, Abdessalam Gessous, suffered an infamous ordeal con-
fronting the Sultan, reported by one of his disciples called Ali Mesbah as cited in the 
Tarikh al-Du’ayf, by Mohammed al-Du’ayf al-Ribati. The events presented range 
between reality and fiction and between justification and condemnation. One of 
the documents tells the story in detail. It recounts that in 1709 the Sultan ordered 
that Gessous should be thrown in jail and pay twenty quintals of copper coins as a 
fine for his letter of complaint. In addition to suffering a beating and humiliation, 
he was taken on a circuit around the city to call on the people to provide him with 
the money to pay his fine. Since the amount of money was gathered by the people 
of Fez quickly and exceeded the amount expected, the scholar was released, but 
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the elite warned the Sultan that Gessous’ popularity represented a real threat to  
the monarchy. As a result, he was jailed and strangled the next day. According to  
Mezzine, such a punishment characterised this period, and was the normal way  
to eliminate any opponent of the Ismaili makhzan, including the Sultan’s children 
and relatives and his officials.33

The Sultan also needed to consolidate his Baraka through another legitimis-
ing ideology, military power. Therefore, Moulay Ismail set out to maintain the 
territorial integrity of his country, which was at the time being targeted by the 
expansionist endeavours of both European powers to the north and Ottomans to 
the east. For this purpose, he imported a slave army from south of the Sahara to 
supplement the existing Arab and Berber tribes’ army called the Oudaya Jaysh. He 
ensured the loyalty of the latter through gifts of lands, grants, and tax exemptions. 
The Abid Alboukhari (slave army) swore allegiance and loyalty exclusively to the 
Sultan independently of any local loyalties. The Abid were used as a brutal instru-
ment of his authoritarian regime to impose obedience and taxation. He also built 
a string of kasbas, fortresses along the eastern border of Morocco in Oujda and 
Taourirt and into the middle Atlas near Azrou and Sefrou. These important garri-
sons were formed as a network across the country.34 Further to this, Moulay Ismail 
sought to consolidate his Baraka by virtue of military success through harkat.35 
These harkat, which referred to military expeditions organised for punitive or fiscal 
purposes, encompassed both urban and rural targets. Since his enthronement Ismail 
had ceaselessly campaigned against recalcitrant tribes and zawiyas in order to ensure 
the integrity of the country, to fight the rebel Berber chiefs in the south, the urban 
saints in the cities, and the Europeans entrenched along the Moroccan coasts.

In a similar manner, Ismail founded the Dar al-Makhzan (“house of gov-
ernment”) as the centre from which his power emanated. It became a place of 
al-Hayba wa al-Waqar (“fear and reverence”).36 Hammoudi states that the Dar al-
Mulk (“house of power”) served to justify the use of terror by invoking the law. 
The disobedient ones or those who revolted or contested the monarch’s authority 
would undergo punishment, death, or torture there because they had placed them-
selves outside the law and challenged the ummah (“nation”). The Sultan evoked 
the patriarch’s right of life and death over his children. Hence the memorable 
cases of torture and the ritualised procedures of decapitation. In such a system of 
governance, unlike any other, terror met the sacred in the figure of the sultan as 
both saint and executor.37 Moulay Ismail was described as “bloodthirsty” for his 
legendary cruelty. In order to intimidate rivals, he ordered that a rebel city’s walls 
be adorned with 10,000 heads of slain enemies. The most remembered detail, 
based on Moroccan popular memory and Western accounts, is that Moulay Ismail 
used Christian captives, among others, to build the monuments in his imperial city, 
Meknes, and that if a worker slowed down or fell ill during construction, he was 
sealed into the wall on which he was working. Moreover, the huge underground 
prison that Ismail built in his imperial city attests to this day the harshness of his 
rule.38 However, when he realised that the iron fist needed to be softened, he tried 
different strategies to gain support inside the city and appease tensions. He rebuilt 
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the tomb of Moulay Idris as a powerful symbol of legitimacy. Then, he granted 
privileges as a political means to defeat some of his opponents and create alliances. 
Being aware that sharifian descent was one of his main sources of legitimacy, he 
made all tariqas or religious orders move their mother houses to Fez, the capital of 
Sharifism. According to Darif, the political significance of such a decision was to 
deprive the zawiyas of their strategic and military position of strength by uprooting 
them from the mountains in the heart of their tribal lands and confining them in 
the city of Fez. He describes this as an extreme level of “domestication”.39

Furthermore, Moulay Ismail elevated the zawiya of Abd al-Rahman al-Fassi 
to the rank of sanctuary hurm, a religious sanctuary or refuge. According to 
El-Mansour, the hurm as a religious institution played an essential part in the overall 
politico-religious order. The acceptance of this institution by the Sultan symbol-
ised a power distribution between temporal authorities and religious groups.40 In 
addition to its being a privilege granted to a religious group, this elevation proved 
to be of great help to the makhzan itself. By offering shelter to the persecuted and 
defending the helpless, the sanctuary provided an outlet for suppressed frustrations 
and feelings of despair, giving at the same time an opportunity to the monarch 
to re-arrange negotiations and find a way out of a deadlock in resolving a politi-
cal crisis. Therefore, Moulay Ismail relied on the special relationship he forged 
with one of the most eminent of the ulama of the time, Abd al-Qadir al-Fassi and 
his son Muhammad, whose grandfather had been a great mystic who founded a 
zawiya in the Qarawiyin sector. As a gesture of good will towards the al-Fassi fam-
ily, Sultan Moulay Ismail ordered his governor in Fez to enlarge the zawiya and 
accord it much greater importance as a religious institution within Fez society.41 
When construction was completed, the zawiya was four times its original size as it 
was augmented with a number of houses surrounding it. This religious lodge was 
furthermore granted a number of ahbbas, or endowments, allowing it to stand out 
as an important place of worship and learning where the Sultan’s messages were 
read out to the city and crucial issues were debated.42

Moulay Ismail also tried to confine the various sharifian lineages to the religious 
field, rather than political, by granting them a wide range of privileges in the form 
of donations, endowments, tax exemptions, and the right to sanctuary, or the right 
to provide shelter. In doing so, he enhanced his relations with the shaykhs of the 
Wazzani, Sharqawi and Nassiri zawiyas and tariqas who had been persecuted by 
his brother Moulay Rachid.43 The special Zahir al-tawqir wa al-Ihtiram (“considera-
tion and respect decree”) he promulgated was meant to control and regulate these 
privileges. These decrees were simply routine documents granting the beneficiaries 
preferential treatment by the Ismaili makhzan officials.44 It should be noted that the 
Wazzani zawiya based in northern Morocco, unlike the others located further to 
the south, enjoyed more considerable advantages by cooperating with the ruling 
sultan in the aim of boosting sharifian ideology. In addition to enjoying privileges 
on fiscal and administrative levels, they were authorised to found branches of their 
order both inside and outside the realm. In return, the Wazzani sharifs contributed 
to the consolidation of the Alawi state. According to Harrak, hagiographic works 
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of the founding shaykh of the Wazzani zawiya, Moulay Abdallah al-sharif (d. 1705), 
express the widely accepted belief disseminated among his followers that the “spir-
itual caliphate” exercised by the House of Wazzan was higher than the “temporal 
caliphate” exercised by the Alawi sultan, since the former was a response to a mys-
tical revelation, executed as a bey‘a, which had been proclaimed in his name by the 
elements of the universe, “the soil, the rocks, the plants and the trees”. He named 
his zawiya “Dar ad-damana”, or “the house of guarantee”, meaning that whoever 
entered it or served it would be safe. Although the Wazzani sharifs considered their 
caliphate to be superior to political power, they recognised nevertheless that the 
temporal caliphate was necessary for maintaining the righteousness of the commu-
nity. Hence, they gave their blessing to the ruling sultan in public prayers, exhorted 
the population to obey him and incited the members of their brotherhood to par-
ticipate in jihad under their warlords.45

For all these reasons, although the monarch possessed religious legitimacy in 
an Islamic state, Sufi orders, local zawiyas, and sharifian families all also shared in 
that legitimacy and claimed a number of consequent privileges.46 The notion that 
these “saints” were endowed with special qualities of ethical and social efficacy 
underscores the fact that they were antagonistic community leaders who formed a 
counterweight to sultanic authority. Hammoudi explains that “Sultans and saints 
shared a similar kind of spiritual ascendance that made their relationship one of 
tension, rivalry, and mutual attraction. They both possessed Baraka, which placed 
them on equal footing in terms of a spiritual claim to rule.”47 Thus, it was difficult 
for the Sultan to attack the ideological basis for maraboutism, even though these 
saints and zawiyas could potentially command influence over political legitimacy, 
and could thus present a serious challenge to his authority simply by blaming the 
deterioration of the country upon him.48 Epidemics, droughts, or famines were 
usually blamed upon the decadence of the ruler and the corruption of the society 
he misruled.49

In this context, several hagiographic writings recount instances in which Moulay 
Ismail’s powers clashed with those of some saints. These texts are full of cultural 
significance, which most researchers consider good illustrations of the dynamics 
of the miraculous and genealogical Baraka and Sharifism. Abd al-Salam al-Qadiri 
(1698) reports the case of a runaway slave who took refuge in the zawiya of Ahmed 
Ibn Abd Allah Ma‘an in Fez and received the saint’s protection when the Sultan 
ordered the slave to be killed. Al-Qadiri says that the slave went on pilgrimage and 
roved as he pleased without being arrested, “thanks to the Baraka of Lord Ahmed, 
may God be pleased with him”.50 In another case, the same saint Ahmed Ibn Abd 
Allah Ma‘an extended his protection to a deserter from the city militia of rumat 
(archers) of Fez. When the ex-soldier came to the sanctuary, the saint looked at 
him and said: “Just go. You have nothing to fear!” The deserter left the zawiya and 
found a job transporting limestone from one part of the city to another. People 
were impressed to hear that he finally was dropped from the roster of the militia 
without being bothered by any government official.51 These examples show how 
saints intervened and provided shelter from abuses of power, especially against the 
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arbitrary rule of despots. The common people sought shelter and relief in zawiyas/
sanctuaries where the Sultan’s authority did not reach.

The most famous story regarding the confrontation between Sultan and saint con-
cerns Moulay Ismail and Hasan al-Yusi. Their relationship was essentially epistolary. 
It was tense and conflicted, though Kilito considers that “the simple act of writing 
reveals a wish to find some common ground”.52 Al-Yusi voiced his objections to the 
cruel treatment of the workers who were building the wall of Meknes reacting to 
the report that one of these fell ill while working and was sealed into the wall where 
he fell. In one epistle he reproaches the Sultan and reminds him of the principles of 
justice. In a longer epistle, entitled “Exhortation of kings to do justice”, al-Yusi warns 
the Sultan of divine punishment and even of punishment on earth: “our lord should 
fear God and the call of the oppressed for there is no boundary between them”. He 
advises him to enforce the shari‘a and to ask the ulama (scholars) for guidance about 
“what to take and what to give”.53 However, there is also report of an actual con-
frontation between al-Yusi and Sultan Moulay Ismail. Although the oral retelling 
of the event across centuries tends to blur the lines between history and legend, it 
is considered a good illustration of the dynamics of Baraka on both miraculous and 
genealogical levels. According to Geertz, the confrontation took place when al-Yusi 
was received by Moulay Ismail in Meknes as an honoured guest. When al-Yusi heard 
of the wall-sealing incident he proceeded to upbraid the Sultan for his cruel treatment 
of his workers. The Sultan was furious with the scholar and ordered him to leave the 
city. But al-Yusi merely left the palace and set up his tent in a graveyard outside the 
city near the place where the wall was being built. When the Sultan heard this, he 
was angry and went to ask al-Yusi why he did not leave the city. The scholar replied, 
“I have left your city and I have entered the city of God the Great and the Holy.”54 
When Moulay Ismail advanced to attack the saint and kill him, the legs of his horse 
began to sink slowly into the earth. The Sultan was frightened and started to entreat 
God and the saint for his pardon. The saint then said,

I do not ask for wealth or office, I only ask that you give me a royal decree 
acknowledging the fact that I am a sharif, and that I am a descendant of the 
Prophet and entitled to appropriate honours, privileges, and respect.

The Sultan agreed at once. This instance shows how a powerful monarch ends up 
yielding to a saint’s miraculous Baraka.55 These stories reflect the flexible nature of 
Baraka and Sharifism and the way they were negotiated between sultans and saints, 
Sufis, ulamas, and sharifs in this period in Morocco.

Conclusion

All in all, the concept of legitimacy and how it may be understood in early modern 
Morocco requires an understanding of the combination of factors deriving from 
Islamic tradition and other symbols deeply rooted in the Moroccan psyche that 
provided it with greater flexibility and longevity. Royal authority in Morocco 
and its sacral powers, although not always transparent to the outsider and difficult 



Consolidating authority in Morocco 215

to fit into existing frameworks of analysis developed in Western political theory, 
conform to a traditional charismatic model consolidated since the advent of the 
Alawi dynasty. Sultan Moulay Ismail used Sharifism and Baraka inherited from the 
Prophet Mohamed to guarantee his access to power. However, this charisma was 
also present outside and beyond the reach of the Ismaili makhzan he established as 
the central institution of power. His form of sultanic rule developed from within 
Moroccan elite society and was distributed among the zawiyas, marabouts, saints, and 
sharifian families, who played a critical role as alternative centres of power. This 
made competition between Moulay Ismail and the religious elite over the elements 
of legitimacy one of the most ferocious in Moroccan history, and reveals local ten-
sions beyond a merely Islamic state. Islamic conceptions of authority relied on the 
religious bond of the Islamic community, whereas the Berber conceptions relied 
on the bond of kinship within the context of the tribe. Moulay Ismail was aware 
of this danger and aimed to dismantle it. According to Darif, in order to secure an 
exclusive monopoly of power, Moulay Ismail had to follow two main strategies: 
first, domestication in order to subdue or at least contain two potential sources of 
rivalry, namely the zawiyas as representatives of popular Islam, and the ulama as rep-
resentatives of juridical Islam; and second, a janissary-military strategy by organising 
a powerful Abid army and spreading order by force.56 Hence, Sharifism came to 
solve one of the thorniest problems in Moroccan history represented by the conflict 
between Islamic/Arab and Berber conceptions of government. It embodied a suit-
able modification to the preceding conceptions of government by transposing the 
bond of “blood” from the people to the person of the sultan. The fact that the sultan 
of Morocco claimed to be a sharif enhanced his position in the eyes of his subjects. 
But descent alone could not make him an effective ruler. Moulay Ismail restored 
central control over a fractured country. The way he went about it proved that the 
sharifian hegemony was not realised by the sharifs alone but with the participation 
of the ulama, the Sufi orders, and the sharifian makhzan which established society’s 
norms. However, he was reproached for basing his legitimating ideology more on 
military strength than other elements. His absolute rule depended on the slave army, 
which was divorced from the rest of society. When he died, as evidence of this 
dependency, his successors became toys of the Abids (slaves), whom no one could 
harness, and the country sank beneath a wave of chaos characterised by the repeated 
proclamations and depositions of his son Abdallah. In the longer term, this situation 
led the next generation of the Alawi dynasty, led by Sidi Mohamed Ibn Abdallah, 
to take a new approach, rebuilding the state on trade, not force.
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12
DOMINAE IMPERIALES

Ottonian women and dynastic stability,  
strength, and legitimacy in tenth-century 
Germany

Penelope Nash

At the beginning of the tenth century the rulers in Germany lacked clear succes-
sion criteria. The first ruler of what was to become the Ottonian dynasty, Henry I, 
accepted the title of king from the people in 909, purportedly with reluctance. 
Henry had to deal with the threat of usurpation and the lack of clear succession 
criteria, which destabilised his regime. The four successive Ottonian rulers received 
a higher title, that of emperor, at a coronation by the pope. By the early eleventh 
century, the fifth Ottonian and last emperor, Henry II, operated in a more stable 
ruling milieu. Primogeniture had been established in the Holy Roman Empire and, 
although Henry II had no children, the succession of the new Salian dynasty after his 
death in 1024 occurred with relatively little turmoil, in contrast to the bloody battles 
that had been waged in the first half of the previous century to establish precedence.

This chapter examines the issues arising from such difficulties and their effect 
on Ottonian politics. Illegitimate sons and second marriages, with the consequent 
downgrading of earlier offspring, caused dissension and military conflict. The chroni-
clers write uneasily of these conflicts, often to justify the legitimacy of the new rulers. 
How did the chroniclers treat those events? In hindsight we can see a pattern of 
greater stability developing over the century. But that pattern was not clear to those 
living through the events, and the fear of choosing the wrong side shows through in 
the contemporary reports and in the actions and reactions of their subjects of study.

The Ottonian dynasty began in 919 after Conrad I, the East Frankish king, sur-
prised everyone at his death bed by nominating the Saxon Henry, who was not his 
kin, as the next ruler. He “admonished them in a paternal voice that in choosing his 
successor there should be no division in the kingdom”.1 The leading men accepted 
Conrad’s choice and acclaimed the new King Henry I. Henry concluded a treaty 
with Charles the Simple of West Francia in 921. He followed some Carolingian 
precepts. For example, he was crowned and he ruled as an itinerant king, mov-
ing from palace to palace.2 In other matters Henry rejected Carolingian customs.  
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He refused anointing. He signalled that he would rule with his leading men, not 
over them. He sought alliances with the dukes of Swabia and Bavaria who were 
magnates outside his near family. At the end of his life he called a meeting with the 
rulers of West Francia and Burgundy at which he appeared as the senior man.3

In 1024, 100 years after Henry I’s election as king, the fifth and last member of 
the Ottonian dynasty, Emperor Henry II, died without issue, and the succession 
passed to a new line, whose members came to be known as the Salians (see Table 12.1). 
With good reason, historians have seen the Ottonian dynasty as one that progressed 
from an uncertain beginning to one of relative stability.4 This has been attributed 
primarily to the efforts of the male leaders. In contrast, while their wives, sisters, 
aunts, and daughters are known as powerful women, they are usually relegated to 
the background when dynastic competence is examined. In this chapter I propose 
a different reason for the continuance of the stability of the regime, and argue that 
the ruling women rather than their men maintained that stability after Otto I died 
in 973, up to and including the start of the reign of Henry II in 1002.

Background

The story of the Ottonian dynasty is typically told as follows. King Henry I consoli-
dated his kingship by concluding a truce with the Magyars in 926. His son Otto I 
crushed the last major rebellion of his reign in 954, and destroyed the Magyar threat at 
the Battle of the Lech in 955. His son Otto II succeeded at Otto I’s death in 973. In 
June 982 Otto II suffered a major defeat at Crotone in southern Italy. Sensing weak-
ness in the Empire, the Slavs in the East rose up in rebellion. In late 983 Otto II died. 
After a short, albeit serious, dispute over who would undertake the regency for Otto 
III, Empress Adelheid, Empress Theophanu, and Abbess Mathilda of Quedlinburg 
(grandmother, mother, and aunt of Otto III) became joint regents. The imperial char-
ters were issued in the name of Otto III, even though he was only three. The leading 
men of the realm defeated the Slavs and other rebels in the East. Otto III came of age 
between mid-994 and early 995, and ruled until his death in 1002.5

This story normally gives credit to Otto II and Otto III for maintaining the 
stability of the Kingdom in the latter third of the tenth century with help from 
the leading men, but without much contribution from the women in the family. 
I propose instead that not only were the women prominent, but that they were 
the backbone of the Empire from 983, after Otto II died, until at least mid-994, 
when Otto III reached maturity. Furthermore, the support of Otto III’s two sisters, 
Abbesses Adelheid and Sophia, was the principle reason Henry II succeeded to the 
kingship in 1002.

The two empresses, Adelheid and Theophanu, did not come into their own 
only after their husbands died, when they became regents for their sons or grand-
sons.6 Much earlier, Queen Adelheid had undertaken a decisive role with her first 
husband, King Lothar of Italy (r. 947–50). After his death in 950, she operated as 
queen in Italy and she exercised a wide range of powers there and in Germany 
during the reign of her second husband, Otto I (r. 936–73).7 One mark of the 
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power and influence that a person exercised in the Middle Ages was the number 
of interventions that are recorded for her or him in the court records, especially 
in the charters (or diplomata) of the ruler. Adelheid’s overall intervention rate of 
approximately 37 per cent in all of Otto I’s (extant) diplomata during their mar-
riage indicates her high level of influence.8

Adelheid’s interactions with or interventions on behalf of two doges of 
Venice––Vitale Candiano and Pietro IV Candiano—are salutary and pro-
vide examples of sustained effective involvement. She continued the alliances 
formed during Otto I’s reign. In 963 the imperial court gifted property and other 
goods at Musestre, 10 kilometres from Torcello in the province of Treviso, 
to Vitale Candiano, an eminent Venetian and a future doge (r. 978–79).9 On  
2 December 967 an imperial charter (diploma) records in affectionate words that 
Otto I had acceded to the request brought to him by his wife Empress Adelheid 
(“. . . per Adeleidam dilectam coniugem nostrum”) and two other intercessors 
on behalf of Doge Pietro IV Candiano (r. 959–76). Otto I renewed and revised 
the highly significant pact between the Empire and Venice originally negotiated 
by Charlemagne that included details of the protection within the imperial bor-
ders of certain Venetian possessions and confirmed the basis of mutual trade and 
intercourse.10 Adelheid’s ongoing influence in Venetian affairs can be seen once 
more four years later. On 8 January 972 at Ravenna Otto I gifted more property 
(this time Isola, situated in Istria) to Vitale Candiano as his free property and with 
immunity, at the intercession of Adelheid.11

Adelheid’s direct intervention can be seen at Piacenza in later 976. Earlier in 
that year Doge Pietro IV Candiano and his young son from his second marriage 
with Waldrada, the daughter of Willa and Margrave Humbert of Tuscany, were 
murdered. Waldrada’s maternal grandmother (another Waldrada) was the sister 
of Empress Adelheid’s father, Rudolf II (king of Burgundy 912–37, king of Italy 
924–26).12 In addition, the younger Waldrada’s paternal grandfather was King 
Hugh of Italy (r. 926–47). Hugh, through his marriage to Bertha of Swabia, 
became Adelheid’s stepfather, and through Adelheid’s marriage to his son King 
Lothar of Italy (her first marriage) also became her father-in-law.13 Consequently 
Empress Adelheid was “aunt” by marriage to the younger Waldrada through two 
different genealogical paths.

That relationship was important when at her niece’s entreaty Empress Adelheid 
presided personally over a court sitting in Piacenza on 25 October 976 in order 
to rule over a dispute about the legal rights of her now-widowed niece. The new 
political leadership in Venice wanted to retrieve the reverse dowry (that is, the 
gifts that the groom gave his bride on their marriage) from the widow, who wrote 
to the Empress to request the admission of her lawyer before the court.14 Sean 
Gilsdorf notes the many “bonds of lordship, trust, and even affinity” that con-
nected Adelheid with the Venetians.15

The second imperial woman of interest, Theophanu, came from the Byzantine 
court as a puella, exact age unknown, to the East Frankish court of Otto I to 
marry his son, Otto II, in 972. After Otto I’s death in 973 Empress Adelheid acted 
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as regent for a year for the newlyweds. Then the young couple took over the 
responsibility for the Empire. Adelheid spent much of her time in Italy and at the 
kingdom of her brother Conrad in Burgundy. Like Adelheid, Theophanu par-
ticipated firmly and extensively in rulership. She too acted as intervener on behalf 
of petitioners seeking favours early in her marriage to Otto II. His charters show 
that she intervened in approximately 36 per cent of all the Emperor’s diplomata 
(at least of those that are extant).16 After Otto II’s unexpected death in December 
983 the two women met at Pavia and worked together to set the direction for the 
realm, which was now in the nominal charge of a three-year-old boy, Otto III, 
their grandson and son.

Otto II’s death

Otto II left behind a troubled and rebellious empire. In the East the newly 
conquered Slavs and others were in revolt. In the West there was uncertainty 
over who would rule the West Franks. In the Ottonian house members of the 
family were contending with each other for rulership of the Empire. Otto II’s 
unexpected death in December 983 triggered the crisis of succession. Otto had 
taken the precaution in May 983 of having his son, Otto III, crowned joint king 
at Verona and acclaimed by the leading men, which strengthened the young 
boy’s chance of succeeding him as king. Hereditary succession was more firmly 
entrenched than when Otto I first became ruler after his father, Henry I, died 
in 936, but was still not absolutely assured. The vital question was who should 
become regent and rule for the three-year-old Otto III. The obvious choice 
was one of his uncles: Duke Henry the Wrangler, King Lothair of West Francia, 
or Duke Charles of Lower Lotharingia. Instead, the leading men chose three 
women as joint regents.17

A strong queen could in effect rule even if an underage ruler held the throne. 
The queen’s success as regent “was predicated not simply on her traditional occu-
pation of it, nor on some structural property of familial or royal succession”; she 
also had to put into practice the “personal, material, and symbolic resources at her 
disposal”.18 The three dominae imperiales (Empress Adelheid, Empress Theophanu, 
and Abbess Mathilda of Quedlinburg) ruled as regents at various times in the period 
before Otto III reached his majority.19 Nevertheless, Adam of Bremen ignored the 
women’s practical rule. In discussing Otto III’s life he counted Otto’s reign from 
the age of three:

The third Otto, although still a boy, succeeded to the throne and for eight-
een years distinguished the sceptre by a strong and just rule.20

Despite that tradition, robust evidence exists for the direct rule of Empress 
Theophanu, Empress Adelheid, and Abbess Mathilda, with the church hierarchy 
providing advice and chancery support. Let us take some examples of how the 
women ruled, favouring collaboration and negotiation over conflict.
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Stability and strength of the realm, 983–95

There is good evidence that the stability of the dynasty in the last twenty years 
of the tenth century depended on the three dominae imperiales. From the early 
death of Otto II in 983 until Otto III reached his majority, probably in late 994, 
their actions in the Empire show how in the main their strategy was negotiation 
rather than confrontation to resolve disputes. In the West Frankish kingdom, King 
Lothair, his son King Louis V, Duke Charles of Lower Lotharingia, and Hugh 
Capet at different times competed for the throne. The situation was even more 
complex. The East Frankish and West Frankish families were connected by mar-
riage. Emma, the daughter of Empress Adelheid and her first husband, King Lothar 
of Italy, had married King Lothair of West Francia. Emma was consequently the 
sister-in-law of the reigning Empress Theophanu.

Theophanu used a number of strategies to alleviate the tensions in the West 
Frankish kingdom. She persuaded Hugh Capet to relinquish Lotharingia. 
She decided not to support Hugh’s Carolingian rival, Duke Charles of Lower 
Lotharingia, because he would have separated Lotharingia from the Empire. King 
Lothair died in 986 and King Louis V in 987. Theophanu did not attempt to inter-
vene in the skirmishes for the throne in the West as had her father-in-law, Otto I, 
nor did she interfere after Hugh gained the upper hand in the government. From 
982 the Capetians consequently took over in France completely independently, 
though with the agreement of the Germans under Theophanu’s watch.21

In the East Theophanu was unable to recover the enormous losses caused by the 
great Slav revolt of 983. However, she was able to secure the North March and 
the March of Meissen, and to sign peace agreements with Mieszko of Poland and 
with Boleslav of Bohemia.22 It is worth examining in more detail how Theophanu 
handled politics in the East. The Elbe Slavs remained incorporated ecclesiasti-
cally into the Magdeburg See. Here Theophanu followed the earlier aims of King 
Henry I and Emperor Otto I. She conducted herself differently against the people 
who were to be significant in the formation of Poland and Bohemia. She took sides 
in dynastic disputes, in favour of the Piasts in Poland and against the Přemyslids in 
Bohemia. She was even ready to give military help to the Polish duke Mieszko I. 
With those actions the Empress sanctioned the formation of a Piast state (the basis 
of a future larger Poland) ruled by Mieszko, whose tribute duty she kept, but she 
decided against a strong Bohemian (that is, Czech) duchy. She consequently set 
the critical direction for future development. Poland moved towards independ-
ence while the attachment of Bohemia to the Empire only increased (and would 
continue until the dissolution of the Empire in the early nineteenth century).23

In Italy, Theophanu, acting decisively for her young son, issued charters in her 
own name as imperator augustus.24 Josef Fleckenstein acknowledges her important 
role from 984 until her death in 991: the

greatest achievement of the regency [of Otto III] with the Empress 
Theophano at its head was to ward off the worst dangers facing the Empire 
and to preserve the minor king’s patrimony of authority. With the support 
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of [the senior clergy] . . . Theophano displayed a sure hand both at home 
and abroad.25

During the early years of Otto III’s regency, Theophanu ruled mainly in Germany, 
and Empress Adelheid continued her important ruling role in Italy. Adelheid acted 
as regent three times between 974 and 994: one year for her son Otto II and his 
new young bride Theophanu; eight years with Theophanu and Abbess Mathilda of 
Quedlinburg for the underage Otto III after Otto II’s death; and then three years 
as sole regent for Otto III after Theophanu’s death. Adelheid spent twelve years as 
regent or ruler in Italy out of the twenty-one years after the death of her husband 
Otto I.26 When Theophanu died there was no debate about the ability and the right 
of Adelheid to continue the regency alone until her grandson Otto III reached his 
majority. During that period Adelheid confirmed large financial contributions to 
her favourite monastery at Selz.27 In late 994 Otto III added further riches to Selz 
soon after he came of age and took control of the Kingdom.28

Whoever controlled the roads controlled the Kingdom. The mark of Adelheid’s 
influence there is shown in a document dated to 995 in which she expects and 
obtains accommodation and victuals for the travelling court and the animals on an 
overnight stay. The safety of the German roads and Adelheid’s demonstration of 
her control over them towards the end of her sole regency for Otto III is shown 
in her letter to “G”, probably either a Würzburg clerk or Gozpert, the abbot of 
Tegernsee, in which she orders the abbey to prepare for the arrival of her royal 
party. They were to provide accommodation, funds, and food for her and her 
travelling household, and fodder for her animals.29 Adelheid held not only control 
of the roads but also the royal right to the goods of the monastery.

The two imperial widows Theophanu and Adelheid limited themselves to con-
ducting the regency for their son and grandson, Otto III, but never strove for a 
truly independent power of rule. Consequently, transition to the autonomous rule 
of Otto III proceeded seamlessly without friction. As soon as the young king had 
reached the prescribed age limit, his full authority to conduct business was recog-
nised, and there was no longer any doubt about who exercised the de facto potestas 
over the realm.30 In contrast to the measured decisions of the female regents, Otto 
III’s immediate actions indicated his differing views. In 995 Otto III unsuccessfully 
attacked the Abodrites and the lands of the Wiltzi (Slavs along the Baltic coast, now 
north-eastern Germany).31 In 996 he left Germany for Italy, leaving behind his 
aunt, Abbess Mathilda of Quedlinburg, as ruler. That visit and his return there in 
997 provoked widespread disapproval because of various cruelties that he inflicted 
on those who opposed him. For example, he ordered that the eyes, nose, and 
tongue of the anti-pope Johannes Philagathos be cut off, and that the prefect of 
Rome, Crescentius, be beheaded and that his body be hung upside down on the 
Monte Mario.32 In contrast, Otto III showed the ongoing importance he placed on 
the third member of the dominae imperiales in giving her control of the Kingdom.

His mother Theophanu kept Archchancellor Willigis of Mainz and 
Chancellor Hildibald of Worms (the senior clergy in the German lands) on side.  
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Her collaboration with men like St Adalbert of Prague and Bishop Unger of 
Memleben and Posen—important leaders of missions to the Slavs—would prob-
ably have been greater than the sparse sources show. The foreigner Theophanu 
could evaluate the situation with some independence because although her world 
view was fashioned in Byzantium it was tempered by her later experiences in 
the West.33 An example of the successful outcome of negotiations in general can 
be seen in the presence of Margrave Hugh of Tuscany and Mieszko of Poland 
at Quedlinburg with Theophanu and Otto III for the Easter celebration in 991. 
Visitors and the imperial party gave gifts, and received gifts in return.34

Theophanu and Adelheid, with occasional support from Abbess Mathilda 
of Quedlinburg, ruled the Empire without doubt, but they did not appropriate 
the Empire for themselves. We must not forget that Henry the Wrangler had 
attempted to usurp the throne immediately after Otto II died and that he and his 
father, Duke Henry I of Bavaria, had acted in constant opposition to the elected 
Ottonian rulers. It is no mean feat that the women persuaded Henry the Wrangler 
to submit to them and to the young King Otto III. Henry’s reconciliation lasted 
through the rest of the regency of the three women (983–91) and into Adelheid’s 
sole regency (991–94). He died in 995.35

One further example of the contribution by Ottonian women, a generation 
after Theophanu, is relevant. After Otto III died in 1002 without a direct heir, 
more than one claimant to the throne stepped forward. The future Henry II (son of 
Henry the Wrangler) sought the kingship. Henry II had legitimate claim as grand-
son of Duke Henry I of Bavaria (brother of Otto I) but so did others. Theophanu’s 
two daughters, sisters of the recently deceased Emperor Otto III, Abbess Adelheid 
of Quedlinburg and Abbess Sophia of Gandersheim, attended the gathering of all 
the great men of the realm at Werla in 1002. Karl Leyser’s comment on the report 
by Bishop Thietmar of Merseburg is pertinent: a

table had been set for Adelheid’s and Sophia’s dinner, and the food was 
already there when Margrave Ekkehard of Meissen and his supporters . . . 
seized it ahead of the two sisters and sat down to the meal. It was the 
most obvious, public and visible way to strike at and repudiate the old 
[Ottonian] dynasty.

Ekkehard’s message was that he did not need to be of royal blood to become 
king.36 Ekkehard’s insult, directed to the sisters and not to the unnamed leading 
men, shows the pivotal role and consequently the legitimacy that he, the lead-
ing men and the chronicler of the event, Bishop Thietmar, gave to the sisters in 
the selection of the new king. Though Henry’s ancestors had rebelled frequently 
against the elected kings, the sisters demonstrated their harmony with and sup-
port of their cousin by attending. As direct descendants of the imperial line their 
support was essential to Henry II’s successful election to the kingship. Count 
Ekkehard and his men were repudiated, and Henry II was elected king and later 
crowned emperor.
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Context and conclusion

The progression of the Ottonian dynasty’s power into a third consecutive genera-
tion marked by Otto II’s succession was very unusual in post-Carolingian Europe. 
Nevertheless, Otto II’s achievements were circumscribed and he died leaving the 
Empire in crisis. As we have seen, it is clear that the decisive actions of three 
Ottonian women during the reigns of the last three Ottonian emperors were the 
main determinates of the stability of the Germanic kingdom and empire in this 
period. We can name their success as “agency” or “power”. The concept of and 
term “agency” has been applied mostly to women as another option when politi-
cal authority was not available.37 Theresa Earenfight distinguishes between power, 
authority, influence, and agency. She also argues for a better understanding of 
the spectrum of power encompassing resistance, coercion, intercession, and tute-
lage. Hard power (such as “executing a traitor”) is often associated with men; 
soft power (such as “pardoning a traitor through intercession”) is often associated 
with women.38 Empress Adelheid, Empress Theophanu, and Abbess Mathilda of 
Quedlinburg (the three dominae imperiales) were not only influential when acting 
as regents at various times for Otto I, Otto II, and Otto III, but also operated well 
beyond “agency” at all times to rule the Empire using the full spectrum of power.

I have two caveats about my discussion in this chapter. First, I do not want 
to imply that the views of the contemporary Bishop Thietmar of Merseburg in 
chronicling the events of the late tenth and early eleventh centuries were unaf-
fected by the situation in which he found himself. He wrote when Henry II was 
well established as king, and was in the process of becoming emperor.39 Bishop 
Thietmar naturally sought to preserve himself and his diocese and needed to keep 
favour with the incumbent ruler. He also needed to present the rulers before Henry 
II somewhat favourably, but not too favourably, since although Henry was closely 
related to them, his ancestors had rebelled fiercely and often.

Second, not all modern writers have ignored or underestimated the power of 
the Ottonian women, but few have positioned their contribution to the stability of 
the dynasty at the end of the tenth century so highly. My argument has been that 
the Ottonian women contributed far more to the stability of the latter third of the 
Ottonian dynasty by negotiation than the men did by war. The proofs for this prop-
osition are often hidden and diffuse. I hope I have indicated where the evidence lies, 
and shown that the ruling women subtly shaped their neighbours’ futures by choos-
ing different tactics from those that their masculine near-kin more often selected.
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LEGITIMACY REPRESENTED 
THROUGH COURT ENTERTAINMENT

La estatua de Prometeo and the power  
struggle between Queen Regent Mariana  
and Don Juan José of Austria

Caitlin Brady Carter

In the late seventeenth century the Spanish Crown maintained a tradition of  
magnificent royal theatre as one of its great pastimes and forms of cultural expres-
sion, in contrast to its more recent historical reputation as a monarchy in decline. 
Especially valuable as they were frequently written from the vantage point of a 
courtier, many of the royal plays represented during the reign of Carlos II fea-
tured the collision of two worlds—the political and the theatrical. This is particu-
larly apparent in the manifestation of the political conflict between Queen Regent 
Mariana of Austria and her rival, the illegitimate son of her late husband, Don Juan 
José of Austria, and in the plays of the court dramaturge Pedro Calderón de la 
Barca (1600–81) dating from the 1670s. This chapter analyses La estatua de Prometeo 
(or Prometheus’ Statue), which was written for the court in the early years of that 
decade, and can be seen to represent the struggle between the two major political 
factions of the era, led respectively by the mother of the King, Mariana of Austria, 
and by Juan José, who carried significant political support, despite his illegitimate 
status. Additionally, La estatua reflects Carlos’ position at the centre of that conflict, 
and his limited role in aiding the advancement of either faction as he continued to 
be pulled in two directions by his family, their political concerns, and those of the 
court. Royal theatre, therefore, serves as a lens through which we can investigate 
the politics of the court. This investigation elucidates the various dualities explored 
not only in La estatua de Prometeo but the presence and anxiety of those duali-
ties that festered between Mariana and Juan José. This chapter features thematic 
dichotomies of legitimate mothers versus illegitimate children, male versus female, 
and emotion versus intellect. Conclusions to be drawn point to a complex political 
duality of traditional rule versus progressive change.1

The years following the death of Philip IV of Spain were filled with a mount-
ing concern for the future of the monarchy. At Philip’s death in 1665, young 
Carlos II of Spain, rightful heir to the Habsburg throne, was three years old, which 
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left Philip’s wife, Mariana of Austria, to rule as Queen Regent on behalf of the 
young prince. Her opposition, Don Juan José of Austria, five years her senior, 
was a recognised son of Philip IV. The conflict that arose in the court between 
Mariana and Don Juan José did not question the legitimacy of Carlos II; Carlos 
was the legitimate prince and son of Philip and Mariana. It did, however, challenge 
Mariana as regent, as Don Juan José struggled to establish himself at the court in 
Madrid. Although in Spain “political division in Carlos II’s reign [. . .] frequently 
centred on issues and policy”,2 and “there was debate about how best to preserve 
the Monarchy”,3 Don Juan José’s posturing for a place in the court brought to a 
head the inevitable dynastic tension that festered between himself and the Queen 
Regent as she strove to protect Carlos II—and his entitlement to authority—from 
the political interests of Juan José and his political supporters.4

The transition of Mariana from queen consort to queen regent had been a 
rather seamless one. First of all, institutionally there was no reinforcement of male-
only rule. It was not uncommon in the Iberian Peninsula for noble women to rule 
in the absence of their husbands, and it was therefore considered logical and openly 
supported by contemporary royal councils that Mariana would rule in the interim 
between Philip’s death and Carlos’ coming of age. During this time Mariana 
ruled the political sphere, initially with little open opposition, most of which was 
directed at her court favourites, and not directly at her.5 Second, Philip’s testament 
bestowed upon Mariana the titles of “governor and tutor” for the young Prince 
Carlos, and granted Mariana the authority to reign as Queen Regent with “all the 
faculties and power that I can give her [. . .] from the day of my death in the same 
manner and with the same authority that I do”.6 Philip left little doubt concerning 
the rights and authorities he passed to his queen, going so far as to declare clearly: 
“she is entitled to use the greatest prerogatives and royal power that belong to the 
dignity [of kingship]”.7 Therefore Mariana assumed her new title and position as 
Queen Regent the day Philip IV died on 17 September 1665, and was to rule until 
6 November 1675—Carlos’ fourteenth birthday.

Mariana’s regency carried on as Philip mandated, and although she did carry her 
own political support, she did face a deep-seated struggle over the idea of female 
rule in Spain. María Cristina Quintero, for example, reminds her readers that 
although Spain accepted female rule, it also feared it.8 Therefore as Carlos drew 
near the age of fourteen, the age at which Mariana was no longer to rule as regent, 
reservations not only grew about the capability of the physically and mentally 
impaired prince, but also about his close relationship with his mother; her selec-
tion of favourites in the court (chiefly confessor Everard Nithard and nobleman 
Fernando de Valenzuela); and her overbearing influence over her son. As these 
concerns began to become more problematic, Don Juan José acquired a growing 
sector of support hoping for a more prominent role at the court in Madrid, and 
even expressed the desire to share power and pressed for the regency.9 Not only 
had Philip recognised Don Juan José as his son in 1642,10 but such recognition 
also allowed Juan José to cultivate an impressive military career under Philip IV’s 
appointments. Juan José’s military accomplishments gained him much support; 
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between this support and publicly expressed desires, Philip IV felt it necessary to 
specifically exclude Juan José from the possibility of succession and regency in his 
will and testament, and “as a symbol of his exclusion, [he] did not permit him to 
be present at his death”.11 Silvia Mitchell speculates this was done in order to pro-
tect Mariana’s authority; this surely must have fuelled tensions between Mariana 
and Juan José. Quintero explains that in the royal court the “roles for men and 
women are repeatedly renegotiated, and this negotiation frequently goes hand in 
hand with negotiations of political power”.12 This observation may be the most 
poignant and accurate statement to define the years following Philip IV’s death. As 
Mariana’s role became both officially and symbolically redefined, Don Juan José 
saw an opportunity to redefine his own role in the political sphere. These rene-
gotiations, or attempted renegotiations, of political roles fuelled the tensions and 
negotiations of political power throughout the decade.

While Juan José sought to redefine his own role in courtly politics, women such 
as Mariana “were able to use their importance as the mothers or future mothers of 
heirs to the throne to influence the court”,13 and although Mariana’s transition had 
happened smoothly and without grave issue or cause for concern, as Carlos’ four-
teenth birthday drew near unease brewed in the court. Concern grew for Carlos 
and the tight grasp Mariana had on him.14 The young prince had a tendency to 
bend to her every whim, something that greatly concerned the Regency Council, 
among others. This is a problem that Carlos would struggle with throughout 
his entire reign; despite Carlos’ reputation as physically and mentally impaired, 
Christopher Storrs posits that throughout Carlos’ life, it was not that he did not 
make his own decisions or have his own will; rather, well into the 1690s he “failed 
to impose his will”.15 Either case would have made it easy for Mariana to impose 
her own will, and therefore, by the early spring of 1675, “efforts to monopolise 
the king’s attention and direct it away from his mother and her supporters began 
immediately”.16 Less than two weeks from his fourteenth birthday Carlos himself 
reached out to his half-brother, Juan José, thirty-two years his senior and with a 
strong political and military reputation, and requested his presence at court. Carlos 
wrote that he was to assume his duties on his birthday, and in order to deal with 
matters of state, he stated: “I need your person at my side for this function and my 
farewell to the Queen, my Lady and my mother, therefore Wednesday at 10:45 you 
will report to my antechamber and I will entrust you with this secret.”17 Although 
Juan José did present himself at court, and it was noted that Carlos seemed happy 
to receive him, Mariana subsequently spent two hours with Carlos in private dis-
cussion, from which Carlos left apparently crying, and Don Juan José was ordered 
to leave the Palace.18 Although the note to his half-brother shows Carlos’ intent 
to establish independence from his mother at his coming of age, these subsequent 
events clearly demonstrate the tight grasp Mariana had on Carlos as well as the 
conflict Carlos faced in being stuck between two opposing political entities and 
their courtly interests.

In the final years of the 1670s, the political clash between Queen Mariana and 
Don Juan José would continue. Mariana asked for a two-year extension of her 
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regency, claiming that Carlos was not ready to rule at the age of fourteen. While 
she was likely not wrong in her claim, this would have garnered her two more 
years as acting head of the monarchy. Carlos refused to sign the petition to extend 
her regency; rather, Mariana and Carlos came to a compromise that the Regency 
Council would remain intact for an additional two years, but his minority would 
not.19 Finally, in 1677 Mariana was exiled to Toledo and Juan José was appointed 
Prime Minister with Carlos’ kingly support. Dying only two years later, however, 
Don Juan José had little chance to implement significant changes,20 and Mariana 
returned to oversee her son’s court once more.21

It was those moments leading up to Carlos’ fourteenth birthday in 1675 that 
shaped the political sphere in which La estatua de Prometeo was written and staged 
for the court. This context is as important as the work itself, and determined how 
it came to be staged.

The play and its scholarly reception

The primary figures of the Prometheus–Pandora story at the centre of La estatua de 
Prometeo were not new to the Habsburg Court, as Pandora’s story even occupied 
the ceiling of the Hall of Mirrors in the Alcázar Palace in a five-scene fresco.22 
The fresco adhered to our common understanding of mythology in the depiction 
of Vulcan (Hephaestus) as Pandora’s creator, Prometheus rejecting her advances, 
and Pandora marrying Epimetheus. However, the five scenes do not depict 
Prometheus’ theft of fire for man, his punishment, or Pandora’s opening of the 
urn. Pandora is presented with gifts from the gods, and rather than an urn, Jupiter 
gives her a golden vase.23 Margaret Greer theorises:

The fresco’s depiction of a woman as a central figure in human civilization 
would certainly have pleased Mariana and may have been a factor in the 
selection of the Prometheus–Pandora story for the celebration of her birth-
day with one of the first court spectacles of the interregnum.24

However, as Elliott and Greer both remind us, there were strong ties between 
the courts in Vienna and Madrid,25 and Greer hypothesises that court celebra-
tions in Vienna may have sparked the extensive use of the Prometheus–Pandora 
story in this play.26 This theory relies on the knowledge that an opera titled Benche 
vinto, vince amore. ò il Prometeo had been staged in Vienna at the end of 1669 in 
celebration of Mariana’s birthday, and in February of the following year nine cop-
ies of the work were sent from Emperor Leopold I in Vienna to Ambassador von 
Pötting at the court in Madrid.27 Leopold requested that Mariana be given four 
of those copies, which perhaps provoked her to ask Calderón to write his work, 
La estatua de Prometeo.28 This patronage is testament to the fact that “‘real queens,’ 
whether contemporary or historic, had a profound influence on the production of 
the comedia in a variety of ways”.29 I support Greer’s hypothesis that Mariana may 
have asked Calderón to write the play after the manuscripts from Vienna arrived, 
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but, not surprisingly, Calderón does deviate from classic mythology. This is in fact 
one of the first observations scholars make, and Anne Pasero in her article “Male 
vs. Female: Binary Opposition and Structural Synthesis in Calderón’s Estatua de 
Prometeo” explains that Calderón seems to rely on the previous works of Boccaccio 
and Pérez de Moya, but still deviates even from their works.30

In Calderón’s play, Prometheus creates a statue in the image of Minerva for 
which he receives praise from the goddess herself, particularly on the reflection of 
Minerva’s beauty in his work. This provokes jealousy in their twin counterparts, 
Epimetheus and Pallas. The characters Minerva and Pallas are twins, and are pre-
sented as two characters, despite more commonly held knowledge that Minerva 
and Pallas are two names for the same goddess. Calderón, however, does write 
Minerva and Pallas as counterparts in which knowledge and reason are represented 
by Minerva, while war is represented by Pallas. Prometheus’ statue comes to life as 
Pandora using a ray of light Prometheus stole from Apollo, and a question of ethics 
comes into play at the end of the work as a debate surfaces in regard to Prometheus’ 
potential punishment for stealing from the gods. One of the most important artistic 
choices Calderón makes in the creation of this play is his rewriting of Pandora as 
female, contrary to Boccaccio and Moya, who both wrote Pandora as male.31 I 
link Pandora to the representation of Spain, and therefore Calderón’s writing of 
Pandora as female links her to Spain through its physical land, or the grammati-
cally feminine tierra.32 It also returns to the more classical tradition of Pandora as 
female. Pasero suggests this may be one of the most notable changes.33 However, 
it is not the most frequently analysed; rather it is usually the function of duality in 
this work.

Wasting no time, Calderón immediately presents the audience with a duality: 
twin counterparts for both the protagonists and antagonists. Within the first sixty 
lines, the audience learns that Prometheus has a twin brother, Epimetheus, and 
the audience will come to find out that, despite their apparent differences, power 
unites the brothers.34 As the play unfolds, the spectator finds that most elements 
and characters in this play have a counterpart. Minerva and Pallas are also twins 
and the gracioso, or fool, Merlin has Libia, a villain. Minerva serves as inspiration for 
Prometheus’ statue as well as his “compass” for knowledge and reason, while Pallas 
influences Epimetheus. These dualities have proved to be the fundamental ques-
tion of this play for theatre historians of the last several decades. As Greer points 
out, academics tend to differ not on the presence of the duality, but on the identifi-
cation of the central axis of tension.35 The dualities that have dominated the studies 
of La estatua de Prometeo have included male and female binaries (Pasero), emotion 
versus intellect (Greer, W. G. Chapman), and the role of reason (Blue, O’Connor).

Greer subscribes to a mind–body principle that places emotion in opposi-
tion to intellect—mind is intellect and body is emotion. It is important to bear 
in mind that the material in these works does not present “‘layers of meaning’ 
arranged hierarchically from the superficial to the profound, but simultaneously 
present in an interrelationship of productive tension”.36 In his article “Desire and 
the Supplement in La estatua de Prometeo”, William Blue agrees on this pluralistic 
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approach, explaining: “We have in the men and gods in this play not good facing 
bad, not gods facing men, but rather a complication of all oppositions in one”.37 
In contrast, Pasero focuses more on the stricter dualities, describing them as “pairs 
of categories” that “respond to a basic underlying polarization”.38 My approach 
favours this, but makes it a more political duality or polarisation: traditional rule 
versus progressive change, as well as acknowledging the multiple layers of meaning. 
All of these authors have had their sets of obstacles to overcome. Mine here is that 
in discussing the representation of political tensions at the time in which the play 
was written, it is imperative not to adhere solely to strict one-to-one character 
association with real-life figures of the court, but rather to explore them alongside 
the variety of ties that reveal themselves.

Considering the dualities of the characters does serve on a micro level to bring 
to light the tension, specifically between Mariana and Don Juan José. Here we 
can link Juan José to Prometheus, the progressive thinker who has produced his 
own creation, Pandora, or Spain as Don Juan José envisions his plans for it. This 
casts Mariana in the role of Epimetheus as he threatens to destroy Prometheus and 
Pandora, in an effort to restore the status quo. Mariana, on more than one occa-
sion, had set out to eradicate Juan José and his progressive push for political change 
in an attempt to maintain a secure foothold in the political sphere. Although rep-
resentative of the undoubted swirling tension between these two political figures, 
recalling warnings against strict one-to-one comparisons, this analysis falls short 
when Epimetheus covets Pandora. While Mariana certainly wanted to keep Spain 
in the hands of the pure and legitimate Habsburgs, the Spain Mariana longed for 
was a more traditional model of the Spanish monarchy. She did not covet the 
Spain Don Juan José imagined with new ideas such as a move toward a unified 
Spanish currency.39

Therefore it is possible to cast Don Juan José as both creator and coveter. As 
Prometheus creates Pandora and brings her to life, and Epimetheus covets the crea-
tion, Prometheus covets the higher perfection that is Minerva, as Juan José coveted 
a Spain that could and would never be entirely his.40 Aligning Juan José with this 
duality also supports the mind–body axis of interpretation set forth by Greer in her 
reading of the practical text. Epimetheus and Prometheus serve as complements 
that represent an internal versus external struggle of man with and against himself; 
this is further apparent in the meaning of their names: forethought (Prometheus) 
and afterthought (Epimetheus). While Greer posits that it was most likely that 
seventeenth-century audiences would relate Juan José with Prometheus,41 she also 
acknowledges that Don Juan José can be seen as “a compound of Prometeo and 
Epimeteo”.42 I agree with Greer in her second statement; this work was written for 
a courtly audience, an audience that would have known Don Juan José both as a 
man with a strong military background and as a thoughtful intellectual and political 
leader. Juan José embodied both the physicality represented by war and the cer-
ebral nature of court politics. He was not just, as some still saw him, an illegitimate 
noble whose coup in Madrid in 1669 threatened civil war for Spain. He was a 
careful politician who most memorably managed to bring a twelve-year rebellion 
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in Catalonia to a close.43 Juan José represented a man of both armas y letras, bringing 
this duality to the leadership role he coveted in Spain.

Don Juan José’s pursuit of a leadership role in the Spanish 
court and the dilemma of Carlos II’s authority

Any position Don Juan José was to hold, particularly in Madrid, would have to 
come with the approval of the King and his most prominent courtiers. Early events 
of the mid-1670s showed King Carlos’ support for his half-brother, but clearly 
Mariana wanted no position of the court to be occupied by Juan José, as seen in 
the aforementioned example of Carlos’ unsuccessful attempt to call Juan José to 
court. Of course, as legitimate monarch, Carlos was himself never to be displaced 
from the centres of power, and it should be remembered that Philip IV had gone so 
far as to exclude Don Juan José specifically from any participation in the regency. 
Mariana derived her legitimacy from this testament, and from natural order (a 
mother’s rights over her son’s care). Juan José, on the other hand, when finally in 
the role of Prime Minister from 1677 to 1679, was maintained in that position by 
Carlos’ orders, not natural order. Pandora, the allegorical representation for Spain, 
is brought to life by Prometheus using a ray stolen from Apollo, the common early 
modern allegorical symbol of kingship. It becomes clear that, as Prometheus’ desire 
to bring his creation to life is reliant on Apollo, so too is Juan José’s legitimacy as a 
political leader dependent on Carlos II’s royal support.

Juan José’s dependence on the King is echoed again when Calderón writes 
Prometheus as a man who wishes to reorganise the political system. In the play, 
Prometheus’ fellow men live by only two rules: “do not steal, do not kill”.44 
They resist Prometheus’ attempts to redefine the political system, and in response 
“Prometeo peevishly turns his attention toward the gods”,45 and in creating the 
statue he is “re-creating”.46 This reminds us of man’s position as submissive to the 
gods, as Prometheus is reliant on their aid or support, and highlights the real-life 
dependence of Don Juan José’s on the support of the royal court.

If we stray further still from these more direct comparisons, it is possible to see 
another duality in the wider political tensions at court. After all, just as Don Juan 
José’s political stance and bids for power divided Madrid, in this play “Cáucaso shall 
be divided, therefore, into camps, each one following the dominant strain repre-
sented by either Prometeo the man of reason or by Epimeteo the man of action”.47 
On one side of the political divide, progressive forethought is cast. Prometheus, 
Minerva, and Pandora align with this side of the division. Epimetheus, Pallas, and 
the allegorical figure Discordia oppose them in an effort to maintain traditional val-
ues or norms,48 and represent hindsight (again, if one adheres to the literal meaning 
of Epimetheus). This breaks with the more traditional role assigned to these char-
acters, as Pandora and Discordia are not necessarily opposites, or even counterparts. 
Rather Discordia, which has plagued the court, threatens to cause mayhem wher-
ever she goes. This threat extends to Pandora as well, highlighting that even in 
support of Don Juan José and a new political future for Spain, Discordia will always 
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be waiting in the wings. That is to say, the royal court, regardless of its source of 
political leadership, will never be without her.

It should be noted that this is not the only example of Discordia “waiting 
in the wings” in seventeenth-century art and theatre. Peter Paul Rubens cre-
ated a depiction of the Temple of Janus for the arrival of the Cardinal-Infante 
Ferdinand of Austria in Antwerp after having been appointed governor-general 
of the Netherlands in 1635.49 In the centre of the temple we see Mars bursting 
through the doors of the temple flanked by the Furies holding one door open 
and Peace struggling to close the other. To the left, peripheral to the central 
scene, “stood personifications of violence and its effects, including Paupertas and 
Discordia”.50 Rabb explains that the figure we see depicted behind the image of 
Peace is Ferdinand’s aunt Isabella, who had preceded him as governor and worked 
for peace.51 Rubens’ work presents a reminder of the discord that plagued the 
Netherlands in the Thirty Years’ War, and we see yet another political situation 
taking centre stage in a work of art, Discordia this time looming in the margins.

While Pasero classes Pandora as the character that “symbolizes both the union of 
opposites and at the same time the source of conflict in this play”,52 in my reading 
casting Pandora as a referent for Spain, she therefore represents a uniting element 
that Don Juan José and Mariana strive to control. Thomas O’Connor argues that 
Pandora, although created in Minerva’s image, “can never rival the goddess’ per-
fection”.53 He proposes that this serves as Calderón’s commentary “on one aspect 
of the male–female antagonism frequently encountered in his plays”.54 O’Connor’s 
claims do hold true if we analyse the relationship between Prometheus and Pandora, 
but we can build upon this argument, as something more political. Prometheus does 
not love or covet Pandora because, as O’Connor explains, she cannot live up to 
the expectation of idealised perfection that Prometheus has placed upon her. Yet, 
this commentary on perfection serves an additional purpose. If Pandora is an alle-
gorical figure for Spain, we can see that Calderón’s commentary highlights that 
Spain, as an intangible entity to be ruled, will never be as glorious as imagined. 
Discordia is always looming, and the Spain Don Juan José covets will be harder to 
rule than he can imagine.

What is more, Pallas threatens Epimetheus and convinces him to destroy the 
statue, asking him to pulverise it to dust. As the statue was created in Minerva’s 
image, Epimetheus doubts he can accomplish Pallas’ task without offending 
Minerva and decides to steal the statue for himself, deceiving Pallas. The ignorant 
gracioso, or fool, Merlin probes into Epimetheus’ plans: “So, you aren’t going to 
destroy it?” And, with near annoyance for the questions, Epimetheus reveals: “No, 
Merlin, I’m going to steal it.”55 Merlin questions how Epimetheus can choose 
to steal the statue when he has been ordered by a “higher deity” to destroy it,56 
but Epimetheus attempts to carry out his plan nevertheless. We see here that 
Discordia not only threatens the opposing political faction, but, as a nominal ally 
of Epimetheus and Pallas, plagues her own players as well. Discordia’s unsettling 
of her own colleagues highlights the tension and concern that grew regarding 
Mariana’s influence on Carlos as he came of age.
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It is perhaps this plot to steal the statue that prompts Blue to read this action 
as done out of love. Blue states: “So great is [Epimeteo’s] love for the statue 
Prometeo sculpted, for instance, that he defies Pallas’ direct order to destroy it”.57 
My interpretation, however, is that Epimetheus does so out of jealousy of the praise 
Prometheus receives on the creation of his statue. O’Connor confirms that jealousy 
is fundamental in Calderón’s work: “This mythological play underlines the role of 
hatred, jealousy and vengeance in the destruction of what harmony and peace we 
humans are capable of.”58 This is further proven by the fact that Epimetheus falls for 
Pandora—the physical manifestation of the statue created in Minerva’s image; it is 
not simply love for the statue, and we have become further removed from a char-
acter coveting Minerva herself. Epimetheus’ desire for the statue is not adoration, 
or simply love of its artistic nature. Rather, Epimetheus is jealous of the attention 
Prometheus receives and covets Pandora as Prometheus idolises Minerva.

Although Minerva and Pallas take opposing sides in this political model, Apollo 
has had no physical presence in the first two acts of this play. Minerva and Pallas 
are sisters of Apollo as much in this production as in mythology, and so, as such, 
nearing the end of this play Pallas seeks Apollo’s support to punish Prometheus for 
the ray he has stolen. The two sisters each argue their case to Apollo, with Minerva 
acting in Prometheus’ defence. Pallas’ conservative wisdom argues that Prometheus 
has committed a moral error in stealing, while Minerva’s progressive intelligence 
proposes that stealing for the good of the community is not a moral error, and pos-
its the question: is a crime committed for the good of the community acceptable, 
and can the individual who does so still be considered just from a moral standpoint? 
Her argument can be viewed as an effort to protect herself, as it was Minerva who 
took Prometheus to the heavens for him to pick anything he liked as a thank-you 
gift for his statue. Minerva effectively usurps “Apolo’s right to give fire to man”59 
as Mariana attempted to take over Carlos’ right to rule when she sought an exten-
sion of her regency. Seeing both arguments as just, Apollo cannot decide between 
his two sisters, and demonstrates his indecisiveness when he states: “As I cannot 
intervene, continue your duel; as I am and am not, neither complicit nor in charge, 
I’ll only say that they are and are not at a resolution”.60 He leaves them to resolve 
the issue themselves in the mortal world. He only returns later in the play to banish 
Discordia in order to express Jupiter’s pardon of Prometheus. Apollo’s actions rein-
force the idea that both a ruler’s concern for his populace (Minerva’s argument) 
and a proper moral code (Pallas’ argument) are admirable attributes, as he cannot 
decide between the two, and that Discordia will always threaten any political situ-
ation. In addition, while Apollo as the sun god evokes the imagery associated with 
Philip IV,61 his indecisiveness is representative of Carlos II. Apollo’s role in this 
play is arguably as small as Carlos II’s role in the high-level political activity of the 
court at the time, and his indecisiveness reflects an inexperienced king not ready to 
rule, and heavily influenced by those around him. The myth of Apollo both affirms 
and rejects the kinship bond,62 an experience witnessed in Carlos’ struggle with 
his relationship with his mother. Just as Apollo “vacillates between the conflicting 
natures of Minerva and Pallas”,63 Carlos was pulled in two different directions, 
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having to choose between his family members and unable to do so. Carlos both 
officially supports Don Juan José, and continues communications with his mother. 
Even during her period of exile in Toledo, Carlos gave written formal consent for 
Juan José to govern as Prime Minister while exchanging letters back and forth with 
Mariana, particularly concerning the issue of his marriage, an issue that I contend 
only Mariana could resolve tactfully.64

La estatua de Prometeo’s open ending

Despite a seemingly tidy resolution to the play, La estatua de Prometeo ends on a 
note more akin to the notions of an ending in medias res.65 The ending is not as 
neat or joyful as W. G. Chapman claims in his work “Las comedias mitológicas de 
Calderón”, and O’Connor argues for a need to shift the scope of Chapman’s sum-
mary of La estatua which posits that the play concludes with the restoration of order 
and reestablishment of harmony.66 On the one hand, the happy ending is obvious 
and easy; it can be enticing to label it neatly as such. Merlin (the fool) and Libia (the 
villain) marry, as do Prometheus and Pandora, Apollo expresses Jupiter’s pardon, 
and Epimetheus thanks Apollo for restoring peace. That is to say, it does check 
the stereotypical comedia resolution boxes: weddings, a godly—seemingly deus ex 
machina—imparting of peace, thanks, and the departure of the most toxic antago-
nists (Pallas and Discordia). Yet, there is still more work to be done: the supposedly 
“joyous” ending feels exceedingly artificial and leaves us questioning more than it 
actually resolves; for example, the imparting of peace and the purpose of marriage.67 
Greer doubts that the final resolution is truly representative of the a true deus ex 
machina ending due to the fact that when Apollo finally expresses authority, it is not 
his own but rather displays “his conception of an invisible supreme being”—the 
absent Jupiter.68 Additionally, the audience is left feeling uneasy as the moments of 
resolution and happiness are tainted by the lingering threat of marital tension. Blue 
cites Merlin’s proposal to Libia as an example of this tension. Merlin tells Libia he 
lives in the shadow of her loathing, and she returns the sentiment. They agree to 
marry due to this commonality of loathing, as opposed to love. Perhaps these lines 
are said in jest, but Blue notes that marriage, although capable of producing “conjugal 
happiness, [. . .] may also produce conjugal war”.69 This leaves the audience with a 
bitter feeling as it sours the traditional Baroque happy ending.

The problem we then face is: if this was an intentional political commentary on 
Calderón’s part, we are not presented with a clear solution. We see Calderón ques-
tioning the ability of man to conduct himself without an overshadowing network of 
biases; the “reflection of the true rule of reason is significant for it reveals Calderón’s 
pessimistic and realistic views concerning the ability we possess to conduct our 
affairs strictly according to reason’s dictates”.70 That being said, while Calderón 
questions our abilities to conduct ourselves while adhering strictly to reason—a ref-
erence to courtly doubts of the capabilities of Carlos II and concern for the shadow 
his mother cast over him—that does not mean there cannot be peace in human 
relationships. O’Connor elucidates: “La estatua de Prometeo manifests reason’s limits 
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and acknowledges the need for some form of outside intervention in order to estab-
lish peace and harmony in human relationships.”71 Don Juan José certainly would 
be “outside intervention” as he was not a member of the inner circle of the royal 
family—in a literal sense, he introduces “new blood” from his non-royal mother—
and therefore not a member of the court in Madrid, or its state of daily affairs in 
the early and mid-1670s. Or, is leaving Mariana in charge, in the hopes that Carlos 
himself will someday take his own power and not allow himself to be consumed 
by other courtly influences and biases the peace the court needed in the face of the 
threat of Don Juan and his prior coup? Carlos was after all the rightful heir to the 
Spanish Crown, although somewhat peripheral to the tensions between Juan José 
and Mariana. Calderón leaves us with the notion that he is nominally supporting 
Mariana, while simultaneously suggesting that something new is required: tradition 
must be supplanted by progressive intellect. This force will have to be Carlos II 
(Apollo) no matter how indecisive, and the ambiguity presented by Calderón func-
tions so as not to risk his privileged position within the court. We know Calderón 
was rather politically conservative,72 but obscuring his personal opinion one way or 
the other keeps this work from jeopardising his professional work and career, pre-
sents a play open to multiple readings, and reinforces the notion of duality.

La estatua de Prometeo was a play before its time. Pasero notes the play’s tripartite 
structure of creation, destruction, and redemption,73 which mirrors the status of 
Mariana and court politics from 1665–79. She would experience her elevation as 
Queen Regent in 1665. She then suffered two blows to her power; these were 
Don Juan José’s seizures of power that would lead to her “destruction”, as she was 
sent into exile from the court. Her redemption was her return to court in 1679. 
Regarding the action of the play, O’Connor comments: “Once jealousy ceases, 
so does the desire for vengeance: harmony is restored within man.”74 Although 
I would not stretch the comparison to say harmony was entirely restored once 
Don Juan José died, we can certainly see a reduction of the internal strife of the 
court. Mariana’s greatest opposition had been eliminated through his death—the 
only way to restore harmony in this instance, as there was no hope of any sort 
of reconciliation between Juan José and Mariana as there is for Prometheus and 
Epimetheus. Perhaps, though, we can learn from the twin brothers’ reconciliation. 
Harmony for Spain must come by striking a balance between passion and intellect 
or forethought and afterthought, as harmony for Pandora comes from the recon-
ciliation of Prometheus and Epimetheus. This balance will have to be guided by 
royal authority however vague or indecisive, as Apollo roughly guides Minerva 
and Pallas. (Despite his indecisiveness, they both recognise the godly authority in 
Apollo as their brother, and he is the god that expresses Jupiter’s pardon.) Although 
serious doubts about Carlos II lingered, these parallels then can be read as reinforc-
ing royal legitimacy as Carlos II serves as the royal authority that must mitigate the 
tension between Don Juan José and Mariana of Austria.

Almost all of the scholars mentioned here highlight the fact that the characters in 
this play are more alike than they are different, particularly under the presentation 
of dualities. Although there are differences, and these are certainly representative 
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of the divide between two political factions, we can also say that Don Juan José 
and Mariana are more alike than even they would have liked to admit. Don Juan 
José, although arguably more progressive, and who did have ideas for change, also 
adhered closely to Philip IV’s memory at times,75 and the tradition that surrounded 
his father’s monarchy. Additionally, Mariana would not be completely averse to 
change. The 1680s saw gross tax reform—something that was badly needed—done 
under the supervision of Mariana.76

My analysis has shown that Calderón’s work, although mythological in theme, 
as many of his other plays are, is also largely political. Through the careful tact of 
what Bances Candamo in the 1690s would name el decir sin decir (“to say without 
telling”),77 Calderón weaves masterfully the concerns and tensions for the poli-
tics in Mariana’s court into the strife and conflicts between his fictional creations. 
Calderón knew the court and its members well. He supported Mariana, Carlos, and 
the Crown officially, yet he provides us with the tools to analyse both sides of this 
political rivalry without overtly taking a side himself. Perhaps this was Calderón’s 
most fundamentally important use of literary decorum: the characters that repre-
sent the real-life figures are not necessarily those we would most obviously and 
readily associate with those situations, and these correlations are not always so sim-
ple and clear. Designing his characters to divide between support of the traditional 
norms (hindsight) or that of progressive ideas (forethought), Calderón creates a 
timeless and universal work that posits two opposing political notions and leaves us 
to question their, and by consequence our, political future, making this work even 
more relevant than previously argued.

Questions about legitimacy would only grow as the Habsburg monarchy in 
Spain crawled toward its end, and court drama serves as a way in which we can 
continue to approach the political concerns of the era. Other Calderónian works of 
the 1670s, such as Fieras afemina amor, continued to highlight tensions between the 
regency court and Don Juan José. By the 1690s, despite efforts to father children 
with two separate wives, Carlos II did not produce the heir for which the court 
and royal family had hoped. As it had in the 1670s, politics and legitimacy would 
influence royal court productions, most notably in the works comprising the polit-
ical trilogy of court dramaturge Francisco Bances Candamo: La piedra filosofal, El 
esclavo en grillos de oro, and Cómo se curan los celos y Orlando Furioso. While this chap-
ter has been limited to the tensions within the court in Madrid in the early 1670s 
and Calderón’s La estatua de Prometeo, it presents the beginning of an intensifying 
argument and concern for the future of the court in Madrid. In the final decade 
of the century the concern about the presence and status of figures like Don Juan 
José, and the legitimacy of the Regent, would evolve and expand into a European 
debate over the legitimate claim to the Spanish Crown itself.
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CATHERINE THE GREAT

How the question of legitimacy  
influenced her politics

Elena Teibenbacher

This chapter explores the importance of legitimacy in the life and politics of Empress 
Catherine II of Russia (1729–96). Born as Princess Sophia Augusta Fredericka of 
Anhalt-Zerbst, she married the future Tsar Peter III of Russia in 1745. Having 
overthrown her husband in 1762 without any dynastic claim to the throne herself, 
she needed to prove her legitimacy through other means. Catherine considered 
herself an enlightened monarch with the authority to exert absolute power for the 
benefit of the nation. Aware of her shaky claim in a country where rulers with 
much stronger ties to the throne had been deposed, she was careful not to lose 
necessary support from the most influential groups in her realm. Indeed, one major 
justification for her coup d’état had been to keep Russian traditions and culture 
alive. During the course of her reign she abandoned reforms under the pressure of 
domestic politics and under the influence of upheavals against authority in Russia 
and elsewhere. She governed in an autocratic manner, considering that her legiti-
macy was based on her ability, and hers alone, as the one most capable to rule.

Catherine II is one of the most controversial figures in political history, even 
within her lifetime. At the beginning of her reign, high hopes were invested in her 
by diplomats, statesmen, and philosophers all over Europe. Even the fact that she 
had usurped the throne from her husband Peter III seemed to be justified or at least 
tolerated. Catherine had gained the image of a charismatic and intellectual per-
sonality with great talent for diplomacy. However, historiography presents a very 
ambivalent picture that often oscillates between honest admiration and blistering 
criticism. Scholarly research has to span a bridge between the portrait of a clever 
actress who cared most about her public reputation and external political success, 
and the philosopher on the throne who clashed with political reality. According to 
her own testimony, Catherine had to abandon many of her enlightened ideas but 
always tried to implement as much reform as she could. Baljazin writes that since 
her arrival in Russia in 1744, Catherine had learned enough about the country, its 
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history, and its people, that she was under no illusions about whom she was dealing 
with.1 A more severe critic states that:

Catherine sacrificed her first identity as a Protestant German princess to the 
role of the Russian empress, her morality as a wife to the complicity with 
her husband’s murderers, [and] her enlightened intellect that had made her 
dream of great reforms at the beginning of her rule to the interests of the 
nobility [. . .] She was a perpetrator driven by ambition and a victim of the 
functionalities that constrained her and that she forced upon others.2

Yet in 1767, the same Catherine II issued a decree abolishing torture as a means 
of interrogation in all the courts of her realm, stating that a person in such 
physical pain was not master of himself and incapable of telling the truth.3 A 
year later, the Empress and her son Paul were vaccinated against smallpox by the 
English physician Thomas Dimsdale (1712–1800), setting an example for medical 
reform. In doing so, Catherine defied the warnings of many, including Frederick 
II of Prussia.4 Within ten years of the start of her reign, the number of pupils 
in Russian schools rose from 4,400 to 17,000.5 She founded the first medical 
college in Russia and the first school of higher education for girls, the Smol’niy 
Institute.6 These advances were made by Catherine alone, who justified her 
adherence to autocracy by stressing her own capability as a ruler. Her legitimacy 
was thus based on ability, not hereditary descent, which is, in its way, perfectly 
in line with the ideals of the Enlightenment. Yet, unlike Emperor Joseph II, 
Catherine did not abolish serfdom, though it would have been regarded by many 
as a great example of enlightened rule.

In Catherine’s time, autocracy did not contradict a ruler’s understanding of 
what we call today “Enlightened Absolutism”. Frederick of Prussia, Maria Theresa, 
and Joseph II never considered abandoning their autocratic style of governance. 
This chapter will interpret some of Catherine’s political decisions within this con-
text, considering the Empress’ political (self)conception as an enlightened monarch 
to support and defend the legitimacy of her rule. This chapter will equally argue 
that autocracy was at the same time a means to strengthen Catherine’s position and 
to emphasise that her legitimacy was not to be questioned.

Creating legitimacy

In 1722, Peter I (r. 1682–1725) issued a law on imperial succession, permitting 
the ruling monarch to choose a worthy candidate who would not weaken what 
had been passed on, thus abandoning strict dynastic legitimacy as a precondition 
to inherit the throne. In so doing, Peter I strengthened the monarch’s autocracy 
but also encouraged him (or her) to choose a successor for the benefit of the 
state rather than feeling bound by tradition. One could argue even further that  
Peter I had changed the image of the tsar by creating a new rule of legitimisation. 
The dynastic heir could be replaced by someone with greater ability to govern  
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the state.7 Peter had made his wife Catherine co-ruler in 1724 but did not formally 
name a successor before his death. He was survived by several Romanov family 
members, including descendants of his half-brother and co-tsar Ivan V (1666–96). 
The strongest claim was held by his infant grandson, the future Peter II (who 
would die childless in 1730, thus ending the direct male line of the Romanov 
dynasty). Catherine had strong supporters at court and promised to name Peter II 
her heir. Yet, this lowborn widow of Peter the Great proclaimed herself the first 
empress of Russia, her ascent facilitated by the new and unclear law of succession. 
Altogether, in one century, the female rule of four empresses, Catherine I (1725–27), 
Anna Ivanovna (1730–40), Elizabeth Petrovna (1741–62), and Catherine II, 
spanned more than sixty-seven years. None of them had an uncontested claim to 
the throne, nor had they been proclaimed as successors by their forerunners. Anna 
Ivanovna, daughter of Ivan V, had spent twenty years as regent to the duchy of 
Courland before ascending the throne in 1730. She named Ivan VI (1740–64), son 
of her niece Anna Leopoldovna (1718–46), as her successor. Anna Leopoldovna 
was the daughter of Duke Karl Leopold of Mecklenburg-Schwerin, and had mar-
ried another German prince, Anthony Ulrich of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel. But 
the reign of the infant Ivan was short, and the throne was taken in 1741 by his 
cousin, Elizabeth Petrovna. Elizabeth was a usurper, but as a daughter of Peter I 
and Catherine I she had her own claim to the throne.

Therefore, the case of Catherine II still constitutes a novelty. Unlike Anna or 
Elizabeth, she ascended the throne without any legitimate dynastic claim, hav-
ing no Romanov blood and no direct kinship to any family member who had 
ever occupied the Russian throne. Her only connection in 1762 was being the 
estranged wife of Peter III. Therefore, it was paramount for Catherine II to prove 
that she herself had become a true Russian princess. Raised a Protestant but con-
verted before her marriage, this display included a strong and public devotion to 
the Orthodox faith. Through her behaviour, Catherine emphasised that she was 
more Russian than Anna Ivanovna, Anna Leopoldovna, or even her own husband.

As son of Duke Charles Frederick of Schleswig-Holstein-Gottorp and Anna 
Petrovna (another daughter of Peter I), Peter III was half German. His aunt, 
Empress Elizabeth Petrovna, had no legitimate issue and named him her successor 
in 1742. At age fourteen, Peter was expected to fill big shoes. He was presented 
as heir to his grandfather’s throne and as successor in his achievements. In fact, 
through his dynastic relations he also had a claim to the Swedish throne, and in 
her memoirs Catherine did not miss pointing out that, “The prince was educated 
for the throne of Sweden.”8 Furthermore, Peter III made no secret of his desire to 
reform Russia in the manner of his great idol Frederick II of Prussia. His desire 
to radically overturn old structures must have threatened the ruling classes, the 
military, and the influential Orthodox Church. Yet, it is still disputed whether he 
had really lost as much support as Catherine would later argue. Nolte, for exam-
ple, accentuates the militarist attitude of Peter III as well as his preference for the 
Protestant religion and Holstein courtiers, but also admits that Peter’s decisions in 
internal and foreign politics were well reflected and far reaching.9 Peter’s ideas to 
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reform the Church and to abolish serfdom were quite in the spirit of Enlightened 
Absolutism, but Catherine proved to be more diplomatic in her endeavours. She 
promised reforms based on the teachings of the Enlightenment but also swore to 
uphold Russian culture and tradition as part of her efforts to legitimise her assump-
tion of the throne. Moreover, Catherine II followed the tradition of previous 
usurpers, destroying the image of her overthrown predecessor, which has influ-
enced the historiography of Peter III until today. Both Elizabeth Petrovna and 
Catherine II followed an inclination to adopt Western traditions and politics often 
generalised as “German”, and to surround themselves with foreign favourites who 
supported their propaganda to legitimise their usurpations.

Legitimacy through ability and heritage

Reform policies historians label as “Enlightened Absolutism” were marked by a 
top-to-bottom approach. In a typical example, Emperor Joseph II is often quoted 
with his alleged motto, “everything for the people but nothing by the people”. In 
Russia, Peter I had distanced himself from the Church but had not fully broken 
with the powerful and convenient tradition of a monarch “Dei gratia”. In order to 
create the image of a secular and modernist reformer but at the same time enjoy the 
advantages of autocratic rule, he focused on the doctrine of divine duty rather than 
that of divine right.10 However, the role of the Russian tsar was always of a strongly 
sacred nature, making it impossible to completely separate these two doctrines. If 
the rightful monarch distinguished himself through righteous rule, he would estab-
lish the most heaven-like realm possible on earth.11 In the absence of a dynastic 
claim, Catherine II needed to create a different path of legitimacy and to defend 
her usurpation from a religious point of view as well. Her rule would be justified 
by her politics but also by her piousness, her benevolence, and her protection of 
the Orthodox flock. “When Catherine II [. . .] ascended the throne after a coup 
d’état, her claim to power was shaky and she worked to buttress it by projecting 
the image of a reforming tsar.”12 In the age of Enlightened Absolutism, she did so 
by emphasising her ability to rule for the benefit of the country. “One of the first 
tasks Catherine assigned to herself was to illuminate (prosveshchat’) the nation.”13

In her memoirs, Catherine described herself as studious, intellectual, charming, 
and humble, always ready to please others and to learn from her betters. At the 
same time, she appears as an astute observer and severe critic of the society and cir-
cumstances around her. She conveys the image of an interested conversationalist, 
eagerly participating in the political and philosophical discussions of her time. She 
often compares her husband’s character, disposition, and behaviour with her own, 
thus justifying her future actions against him. At several points, she mentions her 
desire to learn everything about the country, its people, and their culture.14 Being 
Russian and proving it became one of the most important issues in Catherine’s 
propaganda programme.

The introduction to Catherine’s memoirs is decidedly revealing. It says that for-
tune is not as blind as one might think, that it depends largely on a person’s qualities 
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and behavioural traits, and that Catherine herself and Peter III were two remark-
able examples of this idea.15 Her husband is shown as an emotionally unstable 
and unpredictable personality, unfit to rule. Catherine described her conversations 
and meetings with Peter as insipid. “When he was gone, the most tiresome book 
appeared a delightful amusement.”16

Frederick II had warned Peter not to feel too secure on the throne and had 
advised him to perform a public coronation that would strengthen his position by 
a spectacle of political and symbolical significance.17 The Prussian king allegedly 
said later that “he [Peter III] let himself be overthrown like a child sent to bed”.18 
Extraordinarily, the circumstances of Peter’s removal from power and his subse-
quent death seem to have disappeared from public interest rather quickly.19 Yet, 
the voices accusing Catherine of illegitimacy and of her husband’s murder were 
never silenced for good, requiring the Empress to constantly employ propaganda. 
Catherine did not want to hold power by force alone but desired to establish her-
self as legitimate empress in her own right. Therefore, she needed everyone—her 
people and foreign observers alike—to understand why she had been the better 
choice. Pamphlets and manifestos were issued to justify her actions and to denigrate 
Peter III’s image. In a manifesto from October 1762, Catherine expressed self-
awareness and underlined her divine calling:

We can say, without any praise of Ourself, in front of God and the entire 
world that We have received the Russian throne from the hands of God, not 
to our own pleasure but to enhance Russia’s glory, to introduce order and to 
strengthen justice in our dear fatherland. [. . .] Everyday, We care about the 
common good and have just one thing in mind: the happiness, the content 
and the organized state of our subjects; to see the inner peace and welfare of 
the realm is Our recompense. Such, We aim to glorify God, such, We aspire 
to eternal merit.20

A pamphlet from 28 June 1762 stated that Peter III would have destroyed the 
Orthodox Church and that Catherine had protected Russia from a “foreign” reli-
gious system, a topic she deliberately exaggerated and exploited.21 It argued that her 
husband would have endangered domestic order and thrown Russia into political 
and military turmoil through his foreign endeavours. He would have damaged the 
state’s finances and threatened Russia’s independence, strength, and glory. Catherine 
concluded by stating that she had taken the throne following the explicit wish of her 
faithful subjects who had already sworn allegiance to her.22 The accusations against 
Peter III, true or not, together with the evidence of “sworn allegiance” provided 
Catherine the desired proof of her legitimacy. Johann Moritz Prasse, Saxon envoy 
to Russia, reported that the coup d’état was received in St Petersburg with great joy 
and that it did not surprise him given the dissatisfaction that had prevailed among all 
ranks. In his eyes, Catherine had acted heroically like a truly great spirit.23

Another manifesto, from 7 July 1762, underlined how ungrateful Peter III 
had been towards Empress Elizabeth Petrovna and how he had refused to pay his 
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respects after her death. Catherine, however, notwithstanding her tenuous rela-
tionship with Elizabeth, had performed the necessary ceremonies to perfection. 
The pamphlet also indicated that Peter had planned to remove Paul from the line 
of succession, which gave Catherine another justification to question her husband’s 
own judgement and consequently his legitimacy. Peter III might have doubted the 
paternity of Paul, but Catherine needed to emphasise the opposite. Her legitimacy 
depended to a great extent on her role as mother to Peter’s son and heir.

Although he had only one son, [. . .] given to Us by God, he did not want 
to name him his successor upon ascending the throne. [. . .] He intended to 
either strip him [Paul] entirely from the rights that had been transferred to 
him by his aunt [Elizabeth] or to give the fatherland into alien hands, with-
out respecting the rule that no one can pass on a greater right than he has 
been given himself.24

To solidify gains made through these propaganda efforts, and striving to not 
repeat Peter’s mistakes, Catherine organised a pompous coronation for herself in 
September 1762, following Orthodox ceremonial rites.

In the absence of dynastic consanguinity, Catherine II aimed at creating a dif-
ferent sort of hereditary lineage to support her position, initially as mother to the 
future tsar. However, she soon managed to establish herself as empress in her own 
right and defied those at court who expected her to rule solely as regent.25 It is dif-
ficult to say how much she felt threatened by Paul’s position, especially after their 
relationship began to deteriorate. As son to Peter III and great-grandson to Peter 
I, he had a stronger claim to the throne than his mother. In a country with a long 
history of usurpations and depositions, Catherine could defend her own ascent to 
the throne more easily, but could never feel entirely sure of it.

All monarchs of eighteenth-century Russia had to face comparison with Peter 
the Great. The Russian polymath Lomonosov (1711–65), rather than speaking 
of the “Dom Romanov” (the House of Romanov) called the dynasty instead the 
“Dom Petrov” (the House of Peter).26 Catherine II adopted this for herself, refer-
ring to Peter I as her own grandfather and to the members of the Romanov and 
Rurik Dynasties not only as her predecessors but indeed as her forefathers.27 She 
emphasised that her husband had been Peter’s heir in blood only, while she was 
Peter’s heir in spirit.

Representing legitimacy

Back in 1743, Lomonosov had written an ode to the future Peter III, calling 
him someone who was destined to follow in the footsteps of his glorious prede-
cessor Peter I.28 Lomonosov later changed his tune in Catherine’s favour. After 
writing the lines “O sceptre, crown, throne, and palace are given to Catherine 
again, Glorify the second Goddess! The First received it from Peter, the second 
from God!”, Lomonosov was made a councillor of state.29 He argued that unlike 
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Catherine I, Catherine II had received her legitimacy from God himself. Voltaire 
expressed his admiration in a similar way, writing: “Peter the Great [. . .] Catherine 
the Greater”.30 The Empress certainly encouraged her portrayal as Peter’s successor, 
whose endeavours she had brought to fulfilment. She commissioned the Bronze 
Horseman, an equestrian statue of Peter I in St Petersburg with the inscription “to 
Peter I from Catherine II” in Latin and Russian. Another connection between the 
two monarchs was made by Russian poets Ippolit Bogdanovich (1744–1803) and 
Aleksandr Sumarokov (1717–77). The first wrote: “and from Peter my poem flows 
to Catherine”; while the second stated: “Peter gave us being, Catherine gave us 
soul.”31 In the absence of consanguinity, propaganda focused on the spiritual kin-
ship connecting Catherine to the “House of Peter”.

In 1783, Dmitrii Levitskii (1735–1822) created the famous “Parade Portrait” 
of Catherine II, depicting her as legislatress in the Temple of the Goddess of 
Justice.32 Represented as an enlightened ruler, Catherine wears a dress in the 
Roman style instead of ostentatious robes, and a simple crown of a laurel wreath. 
She burns poppy flowers on an altar, indicating that her position is not self- 
beneficial but self-sacrificing. Presenting herself not as leader but as a servant to 
her people, Catherine surrenders her tranquillity and peace of mind for the wel-
fare of the nation. At her feet, an eagle protects a pile of law books, holding an 
olive branch in its beak. The bird symbolises statehood and the strength of the 
Empire. The ships in the background represent the economic and military pros-
perity of Russia on the seas, while the crimson-coloured drapes stand for power. 
The portrait emphasises that, like Peter I, Catherine would indeed turn Russia 
into a powerful and prosperous nation.

The Empress also adopted the tradition of employing masculine visual iconogra-
phy from her female predecessors. Like Catherine I, Anna Ivanovna, and Elizabeth 
Petrovna, she commissioned portraits of herself in regimental uniform and empha-
sised stereotyped masculine attributes such as vigour, strength, resolution, and 
authority. The Prince de Ligne called her “Catherine le Grand”, giving her a 
symbolic male gender.33 The poet Michelangelo Gianetti (1744–96) wrote: “All 
the glory of all the heroes presented by Rome, All the glory of those men embod-
ied in you.”34 Creating a strong and meaningful dynastic background is one way 
of strengthening legitimacy. Following that tradition, the Rurikids—the dynasty 
that ruled Russia before the Romanovs—had portrayed themselves as descendants 
of the Roman Emperor Augustus.35 Therefore, elevating Catherine to the ranks 
of Roman rulers, following the panegyric tradition of the Enlightenment, created 
not only a link between the Roman and the Russian empires but also a dynastic 
relation between Catherine and the Rurikid tsars. Catherine was further depicted 
as Minerva, Dido, or Astraea, as goddess of wisdom, warrior queen, or mankind’s 
saviour respectively. All of these, like Catherine, were unmarried women. The 
comparison to Astraea is particularly interesting. In Vergil’s fourth eclogue, Astraea 
appears at the end of the Iron Age and is followed by a boy who will bring forth the 
Golden Age. The association of Astraea with the Virgin Mary in Christian culture 
is therefore hardly surprising.36 Catherine was not only mother to the future tsar but 
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to all her subjects. She would often refer to them as children, sometimes describing 
them as ill-mannered, for instance during the Pugachev Rebellion (1773–75).37 
Sumarokov called Catherine “a saviour from the darkness”.38 During the Russo-
Turkish Wars, Catherine’s army was compared to Jason and his Argonauts. They 
would shake off the barbarism that ruled in Constantinople and save the mother of 
the true faith.39 In the tradition of enlightened panegyric literature, Catherine and 
Russia were compared to the heroes of ancient Greece but at the same time were 
depicted as defenders of Orthodox Christianity.

Therefore, we can state that the Empress had created credible and effective 
propaganda to defend her claim to the Russian throne. Yet, she could not escape 
critical publicity. As a woman on the throne she was held to different standards 
than contemporaneous male rulers. Her love life was satirised all over Europe. 
One of the most famous examples is the British caricature “An Imperial Stride!” 
issued in 1791 on the occasion of the Russo-Turkish War of 1787–92. Catherine 
is depicted making a wide stride from Russia to Constantinople, allowing the 
political leaders of Europe to look under her skirts, making ambiguous allusions.40

Sardonically, yet still subtly laudatory, Voltaire named Catherine the “Semiramis 
of the North”.41 In legend and literature Semiramis is described as a demi-goddess  
and a powerful queen, but also as a vicious, lustful, and murderous woman. 
Whether directly involved or not, Catherine II was connected to the demise of 
two legitimately proclaimed tsars, each under dubious circumstances, within the 
first two years of her reign: Peter III and Ivan VI. At the time of Peter’s death, 
Catherine issued a proclamation stating that she had

received the news to our great sorrow and affliction that it was God’s will 
to end the life of former Emperor Peter III by a severe attack of haemor-
rhoidal colic. [. . .] We ask all our faithful subjects to bid farewell to his 
earthly remains without rancour and to offer up prayers for the salvation of 
his soul.42

Peter’s body was publicly displayed to dissipate all rumours that he might still 
be alive. Ivan VI died in 1764, allegedly during an attempt to free him from the 
fortress Shlisselburg, where he had been imprisoned during the reign of Elizabeth 
Petrovna.

Although Catherine needed to appear strong and decisive, the suspicion of 
murder was hardly flattering and tarnished her image as enlightened ruler. After a 
conversation with Frederick II in which the latter had expressed his disbelief that 
Catherine had been involved in Peter’s death, the French diplomat Louis-Philippe 
de Ségur (1753–1830) wrote:

I breathed a sigh of relief; for it would have been impossible to admire a 
sovereign who ascended the throne in such a bloody manner. She had been 
praised so highly to me that it would have been painful to see the ‘light of the 
north’, as Voltaire and d’Alembert have called her, so tarnished.43
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Yet, we do not know how much Catherine would have tolerated the threat of a 
living opponent whose dynastic claim to the throne was stronger than her own and 
who might raise up against her. In 1762 the Metropolitan of Rostov, Aleksandr 
Ivanovich Matseevich (1697–1772), had actually suggested that Catherine marry 
Ivan VI and rule as his consort since she was not Russian and not acquainted well 
enough with the Orthodox faith.44

Catherine had to wager her safety on the throne against her untarnished image 
while, at the same time, Peter III and Ivan VI made excellent tragic heroes. They 
had strong ties to the Romanov family and had been forcefully overthrown. Their 
images had been destroyed before they had had an actual chance to prove them-
selves incapable. Catherine, on the other hand, was under constant pressure to 
justify her coup and to defend her legitimacy. Pugachev, a deserted Cossack sol-
dier, was not the only but certainly the most “successful” rebel who posed as Peter 
III to legitimise his cause.

Catherine promoted herself as an enlightened monarch who ruled because of 
her talent, her capability, and her effort. She abolished the law that considered lèse-
majesté a sacrilege, underlining that the monarch was not of divine nature.45 At the 
same time, she did not entirely relinquish the powerful argument of divine legiti-
macy, thus combining the ideas of rule by sacred right and rule by talent.

Catherine’s connection to the Orthodox faith went back to her early days at the 
Russian court. As bride to the future tsar, Catherine was expected to convert and 
was soon appointed a tutor, Simeon Teodorskij (1701–54) to prepare her accord-
ingly. Only a few months after her arrival, Catherine fell seriously ill, and instead 
of calling for a Protestant confessor, she called for Teodorskij. This emphasises 
not only her tutor’s apparent success but also Catherine’s desire to appeal to the 
Empress. It equally shows her determination and her diplomatic gamesmanship. 
For instance, in the instructions to the Legislative Commission established in 1767, 
Catherine stressed that children should be raised in a godly manner according to 
the Orthodox faith.46

However, she also held clerical power in check, following the maxim, “Respect 
religion but do not ever let it interfere with the affairs of state.”47 As an enlightened 
absolutist ruler, Catherine II intended to elevate worldly power above that of the 
Church. Frederick II was convinced that “She has no religion whatsoever but she 
is counterfeiting the devotee”,48 while the French diplomat Claude-Carloman de 
Rulhière (1735–91) wrote:

During the obsequies of the late Empress [Elizabeth Petrovna], she 
[Catherine] gained the hearts of the people, by a rigorous devotion, and 
a scrupulous fidelity in the observance of the rites of the Greek religion, 
abounding more with ceremonies than with morality.49

During the first year of Catherine’s reign, a large number of souls serving on 
clerical properties were assigned to land belonging to the state.50 While the lat-
ter thus gained millions of roubles, Catherine argued that since the clerics called 
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themselves successors to the apostles they should be proud to be as poor as their 
predecessors had been.51 The Empress continued in the style of Peter I by influenc-
ing the allocation of ecclesiastical positions and by consolidating the necessary steps 
of education for higher clerical ranks.52 Catherine also supported the freedom of 
faith inside her realm, establishing religious communities for all major confessions, 
but she did not intend to turn Russia into a secular country. Unlike Emperor Joseph 
II, she was cautious about displeasing her citizens and was very sensitive regarding 
their devotion to the Church. She commented that in religious matters, her people’s 
feelings were easily bruised, and she wanted to avoid anything that could offend this 
national idiosyncrasy that still dominated the masses.53 Catherine also knew how to 
use the Church to her advantage. During the Pugachev Rebellion, she appealed to 
the archbishop of Kazan, urging him to make people understand that joining the 
rebellion would be a breach of their oath to their monarch and that the Church 
would condemn such criminals to eternal perdition.54 As such, supporting Pugachev 
became a crime subject not only to worldly but to divine punishment.

Legitimacy justifies autocracy

“I might be good, usually soft, but by status I am obliged to want whatever I want 
terribly. [. . .] In for a penny, in for a pound.”55 These lines written by Catherine 
II to German philosopher Melchior Grimm (1723–1807) reveal a self-assured and 
decisive person who does not consider failure an option. Catherine lived accord-
ing to the theory that a progressive ruler needed as much authority as possible to 
ensure that the good he or she intended was most effectively implemented. This 
did not comply with the principles of constitutionalism and limited monarchic 
power. “The idea of a ‘suppression of absolute power’ that Catherine had consid-
ered in her early years had eventually turned into the opposite.”56 Catherine was 
more inclined towards the idea that “it is better to be subject to the Laws under 
one Master, than to be subservient to many”.57 After all, Frederick II had said 
about France that it lacked systematic organisation; that every minister created 
his own system and that each of them overturned the setup of his predecessor.58 
At the same time, Catherine did not want to sacrifice her public image inside and 
outside Russia or threaten her legitimacy by pushing for reforms that would have 
provoked too much indignation, unsure of the desired outcome. The abolition 
of serfdom might have fallen into that category. Yet, it does not explain why 
Catherine left several projects unfinished or let them slide after an ambitious begin-
ning. In a letter to Frederick II, she argued: “I beg that you remember that I have 
often accommodated myself to the present, without closing the path to a more 
favourable future.”59

Shortly after her ascent to the throne, Catherine started to write a series of 
instructions that should become the foundation for a new universal set of laws. Her 
foreign minister, and tutor to Grand Duke Paul, Nikita Panin (1718–83), drafted 
a manifesto that envisioned the creation of an imperial council. He reminded 
Catherine “that she could not be an empress like any other; that she had to justify 
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the choice of the Russian people by giving the nation more benefit than any 
other could have done”.60 Catherine did not establish such a council but she set 
up the Legislative Commission, although it was never turned into a permanent 
institution. A manifesto from December 1766 requested representatives of all 
classes and municipalities to elect deputies for a grand commission assigned to 
work out the details of a new universal code of law. A total of 564 members were 
appointed, with representatives of the bourgeoisie and free farmers being in the 
majority.61 The introduction read that an empire of such vast dimensions needed 
an autocratic sovereign to act with sufficient vigour. Any other form of govern-
ment than that of a monarch with absolute power would be the ruin of Russia;62 
efficiency in decision-making would have to make up for the loss of time caused 
by the vast geographic distances.63 On the one hand, establishing the commission 
fit Catherine’s portrayal as an enlightened monarch. On the other, the Empress 
illustrated her perception of absolute monarchic rule, one that did not entail the 
surrender of any significant political power, especially not to the different factions 
of nobility competing for influence.64

Sixteen expert committees met in session until the outbreak of the Russo-
Turkish War of 1768–74.65 The last session of the full assembly took place in 
January 1769, but certain subcommittees met until 1771.66 Opinions differ on why 
Catherine lost her interest in the commission so quickly and why, in 1774, she 
began to work personally on a new set of civil laws. Some critics say that Catherine 
established the commission mainly to gain recognition and not to introduce legal 
reform. Once the first goal was achieved, Catherine had little need for the rest.67 
Some believe that Catherine lost interest in the work of the commission because 
the latter did not comply enough with her own instructions. Yet, she let many 
conclusions guide her during the work on her book of civil rights.68 More opti-
mistic voices may say that Catherine was disappointed in the slow process of the 
commission’s work, considering it not the motor it should have been but rather 
a stumbling block to reform. She told Voltaire that it was easy to find common 
rules but difficult to agree on the details and that she felt as if she had to create, 
unite, and preserve an entire new world.69 Denis Diderot (1713–84) visited Russia 
between October 1773 and March 1774 to advise the Empress on her reform 
policy.70 He was generally opposed to the concept of autocratic rule even if the 
monarch possessed all necessary qualities of an enlightened sovereign.71 He stated 
that Catherine had before her “a space free of all obstacles upon which to build 
according to her desires”.72 Like Panin, Diderot argued that the commission should 
be turned into a permanent institution, but his advice was equally overlooked. In 
his Histoire des deux Indes, the disappointed philosopher stated that Catherine was 
a “real autocrat” and “the Russians a nation that was rotten before it was ripe”.73 
Catherine’s decisions not to establish constitutional and controlling elements and 
to uphold serfdom made her legitimacy as enlightened monarch questioned in the 
eyes of some of her strongest supporters.

Nonetheless, the international feedback on the instructions was overwhelm-
ing. The text was translated into all major European languages and met with great 
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success. Voltaire labelled it the “finest monument of the age” and mocked the 
French censors for banning the work, considering it a compliment that would 
guarantee its popularity. Frederick II of Prussia called it “a performance, worthy 
of a great man”.74

For Catherine, legitimacy turned out to be a double-edged sword. On the one 
hand, she defended her legitimacy through capability, which included reforms 
according to enlightened thinking. On the other hand, the Empress did not want 
to weaken her authority by alienating influential groups and turning them into 
a threat. They should be satisfied without being actively involved in political 
decision-making. For example, she declared herself a “republican soul” who nev-
ertheless transferred two million people into serfdom to please her courtiers. She 
“trumpeted her commitment to the liberal ideals of the Enlightenment while she 
reigned over the cruellest autocracy in history”.75 In her defence, Catherine stated 
once again how difficult it was to change a deeply rooted system. She argued 
eloquently that she did not even dare to introduce the Julian Calendar because 
people were whispering to each other that she was an atheist who questioned the 
infallibility of the Council of Nicaea.76 The idea might have pleased Catherine to 
enter history as the monarch who abolished serfdom in Russia. According to her 
own testimony, she disliked it and considered it outdated.77 At the same time, she 
understood that in Russia it was an established economic system, sustaining agri-
culture and industry alike. Abolishing serfdom meant not only overthrowing this 
structure but also making an enemy of the class that was still closest to Catherine in 
rank, power, and dignity. The debate about serfdom also involved the clash of two 
of the major ideologies of enlightened thinking: the right of individual liberty and 
the right to private property. If individual liberty was extended to the serfs, their 
owners’ rights to private property would need to be restrained.78

It was serfdom that troubled Catherine the most and that became the Achilles 
Heel of the Commission. As Voltaire’s disciple, she despised it but as the sov-
ereign of a country where it constituted the predominant kind of property, 
she acknowledged its expediency, the difficulty to reform it, and contented 
herself by putting her attention on the relationship between serfs and serf-
owners hoping to humanise it.79

Catherine II did not abolish serfdom, but she tried at least to set examples. In 1767, 
the Empress wrote to her minister of justice: “If we do not consent to diminish 
cruelty and to moderate a situation which is intolerable to the human race, then 
sooner or later they will take this step themselves.”80 She abolished a law stating 
that children born out of wedlock, foundlings, and orphans would become serfs to 
those who “adopted” them. She allowed unfree people to study in public schools 
and, from 1787 onwards, also in universities. “The sciences are called free so that 
they can give everyone the freedom to study them but not to give this right to only 
those who are already free.”81 In 1768, Princess Dar’ya Saltykova was imprisoned 
for life for the murder of countless serfs.82
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These actions show that, considering herself legitimised by her ability and her 
desire to reform, Catherine believed it her personal duty to improve the condi-
tions of her more unfortunate subjects. She did not consider the Russian nobility 
educated enough to successfully modernise the state and therefore often circum-
vented her ministers and provincial governments.83 Regardless of her personal 
opinions, Catherine might not have felt secure enough to challenge the nobility 
like Emperor Joseph II had done. Yet, their understanding of autocracy appears 
similar. The Prince de Ligne wrote about Joseph II that “He wanted the highest 
authority so that no one else had a right to do wrong”.84

Threatened legitimacy

Many ideals were lost during Catherine’s thirty-four years on the throne as her 
understanding of enlightened thinking clashed with her conviction that absolute 
rule was her legitimate right.

Like other sovereigns, Catherine was deeply concerned by the French 
Revolution and by the rebellions inside Russia, explicitly the Pugachev uprising. “I 
cannot believe in the superior talents of cobblers and shoemakers for government 
and legislation”, the Empress wrote to Grimm.85 In 1793, provincial governors 
were ordered to forbid the publication of books “which appeared doubtful, likely 
to corrupt morals, concerned with the government, and above all dealing with 
the French Revolution and the execution of the French king”.86 Having read 
Radishchev’s A Journey from Saint Petersburg to Moscow in 1790, Catherine declared 
that “Its author infected and filled with the French madness is trying in every way 
to break down respect for authority and the authorities, to stir up in the people’s 
indignation against their superiors and against the government.”87 Catherine might 
have reacted differently to the book had it been published earlier.

In 1796, all private printing presses were closed, having been allowed only 
thirteen years previously, and all books henceforth were to be submitted to a cen-
sorship office before publication.88 Catherine was very sensitive about the criticism 
directed at herself. In such cases she had always censored rather quickly.89 Yet, we 
can observe that her tone grew harsher towards the end of her reign.

The accusation that Catherine turned her back on domestic progress as soon 
as she got a chance to prove herself in foreign politics is probably too severe. Yet, 
she was not disinclined, at least temporarily, to abandon a critical or deadlocked 
matter for a more glorifying prospect. After all, Catherine seemed quite susceptible 
to praise and compliments. For that purpose, military conquest might have proven 
the safer bet and it could not be done without the support of the nobility.

Conclusion

In 1797, Catherine’s son Paul I issued a new law of succession that codified primo-
geniture in the male line. Only after the extinction of the latter would the throne 
pass through a female line.90 Paul’s and Catherine’s relationship had been strained, 
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and the Empress had shown preference for her eldest grandson, Alexander; this 
was likely to have influenced Paul in his decision to change the law. This new act 
of succession was intended to preclude usurpation and disputes over the throne. 
Yet it also meant that once again the ruling monarch was restricted by law in the 
choice of his successor.

Catherine II had taken the throne by force without any dynastic claim, but she 
understood and defended her legitimacy as a logical consequence of her capabili-
ties. She gained public recognition and praise for her enlightened ideas, her shrewd 
mind, and her diplomatic charm. She managed to defend her coup d’état with the 
most honourable rationale, thus creating not only a highly beneficial image but also 
high expectations. As an intellectual educated in the spirit of enlightened philoso-
phy, Catherine might have agreed with the criticism of Diderot and others, but as 
a monarch she argued that autocracy would not threaten but support the political, 
economic, and social progress of her country. She argued for what we might call 
“soft power”, a diplomatic approach that would induce an enlightened evolution 
by educating the ruling classes and making them more susceptible to the social 
problems of their time. Catherine II often justified her absolutist rule through ref-
erences to a lack of capable people to carry out her reforms. She believed neither 
in the capacity of lower ranks to establish an adequate political system, nor in their 
right even to do so or to overthrow their betters. Like Frederick II of Prussia or 
Emperor Joseph II, she expressed on occasion her annoyance that her benevolence 
was often misunderstood by those at whom it was directed. Catherine cultivated 
her reputation knowing that her public image could endanger her legitimacy as 
well as support it. She did not condone any threat to her authority and considered 
her absolutist rule legitimised by her paramount capabilities.

Catherine’s written heritage, including her personal correspondence, often reads 
like accomplished pamphlets. It shows an eagerness to defend her choices and to 
prove her actions right. When Diderot reprimanded Catherine for not abolishing 
serfdom, she responded that he only had to write on paper while she had to write 
on human skin, which was much more sensitive and touchy.91

We can either criticise that Catherine’s reforms were just drops in the bucket or 
we can defend her by acknowledging her efforts and by understanding the opposi-
tion she met.

More adamant critics claim that her promises were mostly a means to the end of 
establishing legitimacy. They argue that Catherine sacrificed revolutionary reforms 
for the sake of her popularity and her security on the throne. Others are more 
inclined to say that Catherine clashed against political reality and decided to protect 
her position by making concessions, thus quenching the desire of the higher ranks 
for more political influence. As usual, the truth is likely to be found in between, 
but without a sturdy psychological assessment of a woman who died over 200 years 
ago, we can only assume. What can be stated convincingly, however, is that the 
question of legitimacy, how to gain and uphold it, had an exceptional influence on 
the reign of Empress Catherine II of Russia.
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